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The work contained in this thesis began following my first visit to Latvia 
in 1999, to work on a Phare project called “Institutional Support for the 
Development of Private Forestry”. In that project I was responsible for 
developing guidance on planning and design of afforestation in the Latvian 
countryside. I was partnered with Professor Oļģerts Nikodemus of the 
Faculty of Geography and Earth Sciences in the University of Latvia and 
together with him I came to know the beautiful but changing Latvian 
countryside. I saw with my own eyes the derelict remains of the kolkhoz 
era in Soviet times and the abandoned farmland which was gradually 
turning into forest was the subject of our work – how to control land-
scape change and how to design for forestry expansion in such a way that 
would work with the landscape character. This was a technical exercise, 
using design principles developed in the UK and applying them to the 
Latvian landscape (Bell and Nikodemus, 2000). It was necessary to learn 
something about the landscape, its character, its history and the people 
who lived there. This triggered my interest in learning more. After the 
first project was completed I began to collaborate in an informal way with 
Oļģerts and his team and then was able to secure funding from the British 
Council to undertake an in-depth study of the Latvian rural landscape 
and the perceptions of its inhabitants, their lives and associations with 
the changing countryside. This project yielded a wealth of information, 
a key selection of which is presented here in this thesis.
As I got to know the countryside and some of its inhabitants it became 
clear that these people retained a strong regard for the places in which 
they lived, the sense of community was strong and in the village choirs 
and dance groups there was a feeling for the local area. I could not fail 
to see that there were also problems, of unemployment, of poverty, of 
young people leaving and of old people left behind, of run-down houses 
and scrubby fields where hay used to be made. My interest in landscape 
made me realise that if these traditional, beautiful and culturally impor-
tant areas were to survive it was necessary to understand something of 
the relationships people have with the landscape, the social and economic 
drivers of change and the potential future landscapes that might emerge 
once Latvia joined the European Union.
INTRODUCTION
The Latvian countryside is undergoing significant changes for a range 
of complex reasons related to the history of agriculture, land ownership 
and social and economic transformations since the country regained its 
independence. It is also important to try to see these changes as the most 
recent in a long process of evolution. Work on studying the changes to 
the landscape since the beginning of the 20th century shows that it is a 
very different place 100 years later. The First World War, First Latvian 
Independence period, the Second World War and Soviet Occupations all 
left their mark while the most recent, post Soviet period pre-EU acces-
sion has added to that evolution and the EU membership period is also 
contributing in its turn.
In the context of the issues noted above, the research presented in this 
thesis has several linked objectives:
To study the changes that have taken place and are still taking place in 1) 
the Latvian landscape and to assess the kind of landscape that is likely 
to be the result as the processes change and develop.
To explore the way that people from both rural and urban areas in 2) 
Latvia view the changes taking place in the landscape and how these 
changes affect their sense of identity.
To explore the current and future likely social and economic setting 3) 
of rural life in this changing landscape and how the social changes 
feedback into the processes of landscape change.
To take a first look at the potential impact of EU agricultural support 4) 
measures on the main drivers of landscape change.
The papers presented here form a self-contained story with a prologue 
and epilogue. They are not arranged in date order of publication owing 
to the rate at which analysis and preparation of papers took place and the 
early opportunities to present key findings at two major conferences – The 
Permanent European Standing Conference on the Rural Environment, 
in Greece in 2004, and the Place and Location IV conference in Tallinn 
in 2004, both of which resulted in invitations to prepare peer-reviewed 
chapters for books based on selected presentations.
Paper I examines a single rural municipality, parish or “pagasts”, Taurene, 
in the Vidzeme uplands, and the landscape structural changes that have 
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taken place under the impact of economic, social and political factors. It 
shows how the amount of forest had increased and continues to increase 
through land abandonment. It recognises that the drivers of such evolution 
have changed from state systems and political factors to the people who 
live and work there, their changing behaviour in terms of land manage-
ment, residential choice and other socio-economic aspects. This work was 
carried out before Latvia joined the EU. The themes uncovered by this 
research inspired the bigger project.
Papers II to IV are all part of the bigger study part funded by the British 
Academy. In this study, for which the data collection was also completed 
before Latvia joined the EU, although with some recent updating, the 
subjects of landscape change and the relationship that people, both rural 
and urban, have with the countryside landscape are explored. This is a 
complex relationship and involves perceptions of what a Latvian landscape 
means, both in ideal terms and in its physical reality; the way that the 
Latvian rural landscape contributes to the sense of what it is to be Latvian; 
the problems associated with living there – social and economic – and 
how the landscape has changed to different degrees in different regions. 
Paper II examines the values placed on the rural landscape and focuses 
largely on the way that the landscape changes are perceived using data 
from focus groups and questionnaires. It also uses some data about the 
changes that have taken place in one particular pagasts. The way the 
landscape changes are perceived is explored. This particularly applies to 
the two main drivers of change, land abandonment and forest cutting. 
Future management options were explored and peoples’ responses to these, 
such as afforestation of surplus land or foreign farmers buying up land 
were evaluated. The role of tourism as part of the future rural economy 
and the importance of the landscape as part of the tourism assets was 
also considered.
Paper III takes a deeper look at the physical changes to the landscape and 
its character, using six case study pagasts. The landscape change was ex-
amined in all of the case study pagasts comprising the study. This showed 
that the landscape, its character and settlement pattern had changed 
significantly since the 1900s, especially in those areas with poorer soil 
and more hilly terrain. One aspect that was looked at in relation to these 
examples was the question of the extent to which the landscape is actually 
a Soviet creation, and what this means under the European Landscape 
Convention.
Paper IV turns to the perceptual aspects of the landscape as they have been 
affected by social and economic transitions. In particular it explores the 
nature of Latvian identity and how key elements of the landscape form 
an archetype that is strongly associated with being Latvian. The aspect 
of change was also addressed and the issue of whether the countryside 
was somehow “more Latvian” than it is today was considered. This rein-
forces the character of Latvia as being still a largely rural country with 
a significant rural population. It assesses the condition of the cultural 
landscape and the risk of its loss unless policies are developed to ensure 
its survival.
Paper V moves the focus from perceptions of the landscape to the expe-
rience of living in the countryside and the social environment which is 
connected to the physical environment. The Latvian data are compared 
with a Scottish area in order to compare the issues of remoteness and 
problems of achieving an adequate standard of living. This is examined 
under the concept of “social exclusion”, where people may be less able 
or unable to participate fully in society as a result of social or economic 
problems which may have a particular flavour in remoter rural areas where 
services are in decline or houses in a poor condition.
Paper VI takes the social aspects further, starting with some of the same 
data examined in Paper V but deepening the investigation into the factors 
that are important for maintaining viable rural communities and help in 
keeping people in the countryside as opposed to migrating to the cities or 
to other countries. It finds a tension between people’s place attachment 
and desire to stay and the economic drivers of outward migration. The 
pre-EU accession picture is compared to the situation that has developed 
in subsequent years.
Paper VII looks at some of the same data of land use change in some of 
the sample pagasts, together with some additional areas, and looks at the 
way that EU agricultural support aimed at trying to maintain traditional 
landscape elements is succeeding. It finds that the available funds for cut-
ting traditional meadows, for example, are not being taken up by those 
people with land in the most attractive or valuable places. The reasons 
for this are explored and the problems of older farmers with small farms, 
who often hold some of the agriculturally less valuable but ecologically 
and culturally more important land, being less likely to make use of the 
subsidies are identified.
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It must be noted that because papers II to VI are all based on the same 
large set of data, even though they explore different aspects, which to-
gether combine to form a broader picture, there is inevitably a degree of 
repetition of methodological descriptions and some of the data is repeated, 
although it is used to make different points in each paper. Even if some 
of the papers are not considered of high enough quality (being not from 
double-blind peer reviewed journals) they are necessary in order to give 
the fuller picture of the subject and the research findings.
1. BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
1.1 Landscape and land-use change in Europe
All landscapes constantly undergo change. This is normal and cannot be 
halted, especially when natural geological and ecological processes take 
place, let alone cultural, economic and social changes that cause land own-
ers and managers to switch crops, to develop new activities or to construct 
new elements (Bell, 1999). In Europe as elsewhere in the world, land use 
and landscape change are ever present forces but they act at different 
rates and in different ways in different places. Urbanisation, leading to 
urban sprawl is a widespread phenomenon receiving much attention at 
the present time. In rural areas, which still make up by far the greatest 
proportion of the European land surface, change is also widespread. In 
1995 the European Environmental Agency identified seven factors that 
have an impact on land use and landscape and which, over 10 years’ later 
are still present, though to different degrees in different places:
Intensification of agriculture;•	
Overgrowth of agricultural lands;•	
Urbanisation and development of infrastructure;•	
Standardisation of building materials and designs;•	
Tourism and recreation;•	
Excavation of mineral resources and establishment of landfill sites; •	
and
Disappearance of natural biotopes, habitats and ecosystems.•	
The drivers of these changes are social and economic. Social factors include 
demographic changes, such as lower birth rates and increasing life expect-
ancy leading to an ageing society; migration of people within countries 
(from rural areas to the cities) or between countries. In the case or rural 
areas, this is tending to lead to rural depopulation, especially by the out-
migration of younger people which leaves a declining number of older 
people left in the countryside. There may also be counter-trends such as 
when urban people move back to the countryside, perhaps at retirement 
or to live while commuting to the town, or even to work there (tele-
commuting). This process is know as “gentrification” of the countryside as 
people bring urban qualities and expectations with them, which becomes 
a place for living in instead of living from. Economic changes may drive 
some of the social changes – such as low farm incomes causing people to 
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seek higher wages in urban areas, or high unemployment leading people 
to move abroad for work. Economic drivers such as the need to keep costs 
down or the need to keep up with technical advances drive intensification 
and the use of standardised equipment or infrastructure.
The two main land management trends are marginalisation and intensi-
fication which both have an impact on the European landscape and its 
visual- and bio-diversity (Jongman, 1996). Marginalisation may lead to 
land abandonment as farmland is no longer considered viable to maintain 
in cultivation and no one wishes to continue managing it (perhaps because 
the younger people have moved away and there is no one left to manage 
it). This may lead to an increase in some biodiversity, as forest expands 
and the reduction in pesticides or artificial fertilisers enables an increase in 
species richness or a decrease in other biodiversity if important grasslands 
are replaced by mediocre secondary forest, for example, replacement of 
calcareous grassland of high biodiversity in Estonia (Pärtel et al, 1999). 
Marginalisation may also mean the loss of cultural landscapes as traditional 
features and practices are no longer to be found, such as haymaking or 
hedge management. Intensification is usually accompanied by larger-scale 
activities in bigger fields, more inputs such as fertiliser and pesticide and 
use of more and larger machinery so that output per employed person 
is much higher and fewer workers are needed per hectare. Equipment, 
buildings and other infrastructure tends to be larger in order to deal with 
the increased scale. Traditional field patterns, small-scale biodiversity 
elements and traditional buildings usually do not fit into the new large-
scale patterns of production so that these tend to disappear. The relative 
impact of these two processes varies from region to region according to 
basic factors such as terrain, soil type, climate and distance to markets, so 
that in the regions with multiple disadvantages marginalisation is likely 
to be greatest and vice versa.
The value of traditional cultural and biodiversity elements in the rural 
landscape has not gone unrecognised and policies for conserving important 
features have increasingly been supported through mechanisms such as 
agri-environment schemes, aimed at reducing the intensity of agriculture 
and protecting or restoring important landscape features.
Putting a historical perspective on the role of change in the rural land-
scape, Antrop (2005) has pointed out that history is full of examples of 
major landscape changes, most of which were the result of initiatives by 
landowners or other powers at the time. A prime example of this is the 
enclosure movement of England and parts of north-west Europe in the 
18th and 19th centuries which transformed large-scale open landscapes into 
geometric hedged fields and in so doing displaced a large proportion of 
the rural population and caused many of them to move to the towns and 
cities (Hoskins 2005, Rackham 2000). Thus, a dramatic change such as 
that witnessed by collectivisation is another example of major landscape 
change undertaken by the power of the time.
1.2 Landscape and land-use change in Latvia
Against the background of the general picture of landscape and land-use 
change in Europe the picture for Latvia, the subject of this study can be 
outlined, so as to provide the context for the subsequent investigations.
While superficially it would appear that many of the same effects described 
in section 1.1 above are occurring in countries of the former Soviet Union, 
such as Latvia, the driving forces for change in the past, which continue 
to affect the present and probably the future are rather different. The 
following section outlines the main historical phases of landscape and 
land-use change and then describes the current situation.
At the turn of the 20th century Latvia was a predominantly agrarian 
country, part of the Russian Empire. The land was divided into a large 
number of estates owned by so-called Baltic German landowners and 
some Latvian freeholders. Each estate comprised a number of small farms 
tenanted by ethnic Latvian farmers. The land use pattern at the time was 
mainly determined by soil type, fertility and drainage. This can be argued 
as being the period when the agricultural landscape was at its most highly 
developed, with the amount of forest land at it smallest percentage. The 
forest was often concentrated on sandy soils of low fertility. There were also 
un-drained fens, mires and peat bogs and water meadows along streams. 
The settlement pattern was generally of dispersed farmsteads scattered 
among the fields connected by gravel roads. There were few villages in the 
sense of those found in western Europe. The nucleus of the estate consisted 
of the manor house, church and manorial buildings. The landscape was 
in most places a connected farmland with greater or smaller patches or 
islands of forest amongst it. At this point it may be possible to say that 
the landscape was, in Antrop’s classification, a traditional landscape that 
had evolved over time and was quite stable. 
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Latvia gained independence after the First World War and a short civil 
war. There had been fighting over the land and a lot of disruption. On 
achieving independence a land reform was carried out. The German estates 
were broken up and the land given to the farmers who became freehold-
ers. This led to an agricultural revolution and high levels of production, 
especially of dairy products. During the mid-1930s the proportion of 
agricultural land in Latvia was 57.3% and forest 26.6%. The population 
of the country was 1.9 million of whom 62.8% lived in the countryside 
(a density of 18.5 persons per square kilometre).
The period of the Second World War was very traumatic for Latvia. 
Forcible incorporation into the Soviet Union, occupation by Germany, 
and finally re-conquest and occupation once more by the Soviet Union 
all took place over the course of the period 1940 to 1945. The result was 
damage to large parts of the territory, abandonment of land in some 
districts, and a large-scale loss of population through deportations (to 
Siberia), war casualties and exile (possible amounting to one-third of the 
pre-war population. Further deportations of so-called “kulaks” took place 
in 1949 under Operation “Priboi” (Operation “Surf”) which removed 
many of the original farmers from the land. 
The largest physical, social and economic change to the rural landscape 
occurred during the collectivisation phase when:
Farms were nationalised and amalgamated into collective farms or •	
kolkhoz (short for kollektivnoe khoziaistvo). These were run as a busi-
ness and all the former landowners (who were not deported to Siberia 
as “kulaks”) became members.
The previous dispersed settlement pattern was changed as people were •	
moved into blocks of flats constructed in the new village centres.
Large production facilities were constructed in the centres, such as •	
barns, heating plants for the houses and flats, grain silos, intensive pig 
sheds, dairy facilities, machine tractor stations and storage units.
Land capable of being drained or improved (“ameliorated”) by drain-•	
age or levelling to allow large machines to operate was brought into 
production in large contiguous fields that ignored the original field 
patterns or ownership boundaries.
Land deemed marginal and inefficient for mechanised agriculture was •	
left uncultivated and allowed to become colonised with forest.
Old houses of former land owners were in many cases left empty, some •	
were demolished to make way for large fields while others remained in 
use, perhaps as storage or where some people continued to live.
Some forest areas were also drained and improved in terms of pro-•	
ductivity.
This period lasted until the end of the Soviet system in 1991.
Following the restoration of the Republic of Latvia in 1991 a new set of 
social, economic and environmental transformations has been taking 
place. The first part of the process was the dismantling of the collective 
farm system and the restitution of land to the original owners or their 
descendants. This was followed by land abandonment, increased forest 
cutting and dereliction of old and redundant kolkhoz assets.
Although most of the research presented in this thesis was carried out 
immediately before Latvia joined the European Union (EU) in 2004, 
this event also marked the latest set of factors to affect the countryside 
and the effects of this – the availability of funding under the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) and a degree of freedom of labour movement 
to other countries (mainly the UK and Ireland).
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
AND LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Important concepts
In this chapter the most important theoretical concepts used in the thesis 
will be presented, reviewed and discussed. Some aspects of detail which 
were not discussed in depth in the papers because of the limitations of 
space will be expanded here.
2.1.1 Landscape 
The concept or definition of landscape has been discussed in many places 
and mans different things in different contexts (Bell, 1999). The word 
in English, originating from German and Dutch words such as landsc-
hap originated in the idea of the land being created The word landscape 
itself originates in an old German word “lantscaf”. “Scaf” became the 
English word “shape” and the German “schaben” or “schaffen”, so that, 
for example, the current German “Landschaft” means land that has been 
shaped (by man) (Haber 2002). In English the influence of Dutch land-
scape painting on British art and landscape appreciation has led to the 
development of the Oxford English Dictionary definition as “a prospect 
of inland scenery that can be taken in at a glance from one point of view”. 
This is clearly a very visual definition and relates strongly to landscape 
paintings seen from a single point but has also become associated with 
the single viewpoint of a spectacular piece of scenery. In terms of the 
valuation of special landscapes and the designation of protected scenery, 
for example, this concept has been important, so that many of the na-
tional parks around the world are in spectacular mountain areas, such as 
Yosemite in California or the Lake District in England. In Latvia, where 
there are only two national parks, the larger one, Gauja, is located in the 
most picturesque, deep and wide valley of the River Gauja. While not 
as spectacular as mountain parks – because there are no mountains in 
Latvia, it nevertheless reflects this tradition.
This definition of landscape is also reflected in the literature on aesthet-
ics, where this external, visual experience may be capable of invoking in 
the observer a sense of beauty or the sublime (Bell, 1999). The alternative 
approach, known as the “participatory aesthetic” (Berleant, 1992, Bell, 
1999), involves the person experiencing it using more than just the visual 
senses and being in the landscape, living there, perhaps, or having to travel 
through it in order to experience it – as it is not visible all at once from 
a viewpoint. This tradition suggests that instead of the landscape experi-
ence being a special one – the view from the mountaintop – an aesthetic 
experience is part of the normal, everyday experience of the world around 
us. Thus, in a country such as Latvia, with its countryside composed of 
areas of farmland, farmsteads, lakes, rivers and towns set in the forest or 
with the forest always on the horizon, the experience of travelling around, 
following the winding roads, continuously opens new small-scale, enclosed 
scenes which quickly change from moment to moment – there are no 
grand vistas – and frequently provide charming vignettes of the landscape. 
If the participatory aesthetic is a viable theory, it makes sense that people 
living and working in the landscape or visiting it on weekends, are sensi-
tive to the changes taking place and are concerned by them.
The second approach to the definition of landscape is in the ecological 
literature. In this landscape is primarily a definition of scale (Forman and 
Godron, 1986, Bell and Apostol, 2008) somewhere between a region and 
a site or biotope. The idea of scale relates well to the original definition of 
landscape as the prospect of scenery – what can be seen from a mountain 
or hill top is a certain area of land midway between a region and a site. The 
landscape in this definition is composed of the elements of patches and 
corridors of different vegetation or land use, and possibly a matrix within 
which they are set – a land mosaic (Forman, 1996). Recent approaches 
have emphasised the ecological landscape as being in a constant state of 
change – the mosaic patterns being affected by a range of natural and 
human processes which operate over different time scales (Bell, 1999). Of 
particular relevance to the landscape of Latvia are the human processes of 
land abandonment and the natural processes of colonisation by forest, or 
the cutting of the forest and its secondary succession. Both these sets of 
processes have impacts on the environment – not only for animal habitats 
but also for the human habitat. Thus, a landscape ecological approach also 
has to consider the human dimension and cannot only focus on natural 
aspects – human shaping of the ecosystem has taken place as long as 
people have been using land, although the rate and scale of human-caused 
change may be at its greatest and having the most impact today.
The third approach to defining the landscape is in the geographical lit-
erature, primarily arising from cultural geography. Here the landscape is 
seen as the manifestation of all the interactions of people with the land 
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and thus part of the means by which identity is created. In this respect 
landscape is an ideological concept: people have an imagined relationship 
with land and nature and this provides a lens through which they see 
themselves and the world itself (Cosgrove, 1984, 1998). Other writers note 
that landscapes are both products of culture and also create or recreate 
culture (Crang, 1998). It is worth noting how landscape can play a big 
part in memory and how key landscape elements – rivers, mountains 
or forests, for example – are highly symbolic of aspects ranging from 
nationhood to cultural identity (Schama, 1995). That people have been 
shaping landscapes since they evolved is not yet completely proved but 
certainly, since the ice age and the colonisation of Europe commencing 
some 10 000 years ago, people have been major shapers of the landscape. 
It is no surprise, therefore, that geographers see the landscape first and 
foremost as a cultural artefact – a cultural landscape, formed by and 
reflecting back different cultures over time. Any landscape is therefore a 
palimpsest, where layers or at least remnants, of past influences remain 
to a greater or lesser extent visible and continue to exert an effect on the 
character of the landscape.
The Council of Europe, in framing the Florence Convention (European 
Landscape Convention) chose, rightly, to define landscape in cultural terms 
as “an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of action 
and interaction of natural and/or human factors” (Council of Europe, 
2000). This is a very helpful definition not only for practical purposes of 
being clear and simple but also because it provides a common understand-
ing for those countries which are signatories. The importance of perception 
in the definition is also important, not only because it goes back to the 
first definition described above, but also because perception is also how 
people see and identify themselves in relation to the landscape.
Thus, the landscape can be defined in terms of a combination of natural 
components, cultural layers and aesthetic qualities. Landform, soil, drain-
age and climate set the scene for natural vegetation potential. Upon this, 
and frequently acting at the same time, human activities of settlement, 
forest clearance, agriculture and industry have taken place. Such activity 
may have been planned over large areas and carried out at a single phase 
(such as we shall see in the effects of collectivisation in Latvia) or carried 
out over time by a series of individual or collective actions steered by 
economics, technology, tradition and cultural norms, by generations of 
farmers and other land managers. The landscape so created or evolved 
has certain aesthetic qualities; it forms a pattern of elements with par-
ticular shapes, colours, textures and so on, with a certain sense of unity 
and diversity. The landscape will also exhibit a certain condition (such as 
well managed or neglected) and be susceptible to different tendencies for 
change (such as land abandonment or development). What is perceived 
by an individual is not only a snapshot at a particular time in its evolution 
but the person perceiving it will consciously or unconsciously bring their 
own background knowledge, preferences, prejudices and experiences to 
it and view it in that context (Bell, 2004).
This integrated view of landscape is important for the research to be pre-
sented here. It involves exploring the evolution of the Latvian landscape 
– a particular landscape (or landscapes) within a particular country where 
the countryside still resonates. It is seen by people from different ethnic 
backgrounds and from different generations, who have experienced some 
or all of the political, cultural, economic and social upheavals of the last 
60 or so years. Many of the people surveyed still live in the countryside 
and identify with a particular place.
One final word on the concept of landscape is appropriate. Many of the 
debates and discussions on the definition of the term concern its etymo-
logical evolution in English. However, in Latvia there is only one word 
– “ainavas”, which is derived from the Latvian “ainav” which refers to 
what can be seen from a viewpoint, so that in many respects the word has 
a similar, albeit more recent, history to the English “landscape”. It is now 
used for all senses of the term (ecological and cultural as well as visual). 
In Russian (many people in Latvia are Russian speakers and some were 
surveyed) two words are used, both borrowings. For a landscape painting 
the word is “paysazh”, borrowed from French “paysage” and for landscape 
in the sense used here the word is “landshaft”, borrowed directly from 
German. In the European Landscape Convention the definition, so clearly 
stated, and translated into all languages, helps avoid all confusion.
2.1.2 Landscape value 
The landscape, using the definition above, has many values to many people 
– economic (timber and farm produce, mineral extraction, real estate etc); 
ecological (habitat value for many species, corridor functions, ecosystem 
services such as flood mitigation etc.) and social/cultural/aesthetic values 
(as a place to live, as a place for recreation, as a place with links to a sense 
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of identity etc). Valuation can also be assessed using different measures, 
such as the increase in the value of a property which has an attractive 
view (Tyrvainen and Mietinnen, 2000) or other economic approaches; 
using sets of ecological or quality of life indicators to give relative values 
of different landscapes or elements within landscapes. The aesthetic value 
of landscape has been driven by two main schools over the years (Daniel 
2001) – the expert systems, measuring characteristics and qualities present 
in scenes, such as the presence or absence of water, and trying to be as 
objective in the measurements of these, relating them to some kind of 
scale – and the perceptual systems, based on preferences of different scenes 
by different people. Although questions of visual landscape aesthetics are 
considered to be highly subjective, involving as they do matters of taste 
bound up with personal experience, much research has also shown that 
there is also a lot of similarity in which landscapes people prefer, from a 
range of cultures. This is especially true of “natural” landscapes, moun-
tains, lakes and so on, though less so for settled landscapes or urban areas 
(Bell, 1999). In some ways the two approaches are coming together by 
using perceptions of value expressed by different groups to “calibrate” the 
more measurable or even descriptive aspects, such as key design principles 
(Bell, 1999, Bell, 2004).
This study does not aim to elicit preferences for particular landscapes in 
order to value them – rather, it is based on a much more basic endeavour 
to understand the more complex relationship people have with the coun-
tryside, of which the aesthetic is a part but a part inextricably linked to 
other aspects (see Place theory below).
2.1.3 Landscape character
Under the European Landscape Convention only part of the approach for 
looking after landscape is to protect highly valued areas. The rest of the 
landscape - the great majority in fact, since only small areas are generally 
designated or protected – should also be managed. This raises the question 
of what exactly should be managed – certain elements? The patterns of 
land use? Traditional buildings? Traditional management methods? And 
what of the changes underway as a result of the different drivers discussed 
here so far? In order to be as objective as possible the concept of landscape 
character has been adopted, especially by government agencies responsible 
for developing policies and instruments for managing landscapes under 
the ELC. In the UK landscape character is defined as a distinct and 
recognizable pattern of elements that occur consistently in a particular 
type of landscape (Countryside Agency/Scottish Natural Heritage 2002). 
Particular combinations of geology, landform, soils, vegetation, land use, 
field patterns and human settlement create character. Character makes 
each part of the landscape distinct, and gives each its particular sense 
of place. In Latvia no comprehensive assessment of landscape character 
yet exists, although a simplified version based on dividing the landscape 
into zones on the basis of topography and land cover has been adapted 
for guiding forestry planning (Bell and Nikodemus 2000). As well as 
topography, land use, settlement patterns and variations in geology and 
ecology, the cultural landscape character is informed by historical aspects, 
traditional house types and location patterns, communication patterns and 
specific features such as churches, castles, unique landform or historical 
events and persons.  
2.1.4 Place
In the second-last paragraph of the section 2.1.1 it was noted that people 
identify with a particular place. This is a very important point for the 
approach to the research used here. While landscape is a focus of the 
research, if a person is asked where they live they will name a place, not 
a landscape. A person will say that they are from a place, not a land-
scape; they may even identify themselves as being from a certain place (a 
Londoner or a Parisian). Thus, when interviewing people for landscape 
research purposes it is best to bear in mind the fact that they think of 
a place not a landscape. Moreover, people do not tend to think of the 
physical environment as a separate entity from the social or economic 
environment, nor separate from the actions they take or the perceptions 
they hold. However, just because people tend to conflate all these things 
together and, in an interview or discussion, are often unable to separate 
them out, does not mean that it is not important for research to be able 
to consider these aspects separately as well as together. Thus an important 
theory used to help us to understand these relationships is known as the 
Theory of Place.
Canter’s (1977) Theory of Place relies on the concept of ‘behaviour set-
tings’ which Barker (1968) described as bounded patterns of human and 
nonhuman activity. This theory has been revised and further developed 
by Wicker (1979), who described behaviour settings as social constructs 
developed over time. Canter (1977, 1997) was inspired by both the theory 
of behaviour settings and phenomenology to develop his “psychology of 
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place.” In Canter’s terms, place is seen as product of physical attributes, 
human conceptions (perceptions), and activities. Canter’s Theory of Place 
has been applied in a number of projects looking at rural communities in 
Scotland to assess their social, economic and environmental interactions 
(Ward Thompson and Scott Myers, 2003, Ward Thompson et al, 2004, 
Bell, 2004). Those studies have shown that when people talk about their 
lives, their perceptions, the physical environment of the place where they 
live and the activities they undertake, they are not talking about separate 
elements but of elements bound in an interactive unit. Thus, Theory of 
Place enables the research field to be structured around three attributes: 
physical environment, activities and perceptions, with the aim of disen-
tangling the relationships amongst the attributes: for example, when the 
research deals with an attribute of the physical environment, such as the 
changing landscape, the interactions between activities and perceptions 
with the landscape can be explored. 
2.1.5 Place attachment
The meanings particular places hold for people who live in familiar sur-
roundings, especially for a long time, are important for understanding their 
perceptions and activities during their lives.  The places where people live 
often acquire special emotional significance which in turn creates attach-
ment to that specific place.  This is because people exist in particular spatial 
settings and the emotional connection to a physical location through the 
meaning given to the location through its role as a setting for experience. 
A range of thoughts, feelings, beliefs, attitudes and behaviour are evoked 
through attachment to place (Ponzetti, 2003).  
 
The concept of place attachment is complex, multifaceted and approached 
by researchers from many disciplines (Low & Altman, 1992). According 
to Milligan (1998) place attachment depends on interactions, beginning 
with the premise that all interaction is spatially located, so that place 
attachment occurs when a particular interaction is accompanied by sig-
nificant meaning.  Milligan proposed two interdependent components 
for understanding the feelings a person experiences that binds them to a 
specific geographic location:  the interactional past and the interactional 
potential of the place.  Interactional past refers to the past experiences or 
memories associated with the place.  The second component, interactional 
potential, is the imagined or anticipated future experiences or expectations 
associated with the site.
 Place attachment has a special significance for older people (Rubinstein 
and Parmelee, 1992).  The connection between attachment to place and 
the unique developmental tasks that accompany the aging process such 
as maintaining a meaningful identity in light of age-related changes, 
protecting the self against deleterious adjustments due to later life, and 
maintaining a sense of continuity was emphasised. 
 
There are two dimensions of place attachment identified in the literature - 
place dependence and place identity (Williams et al. 1992a, Jorgensen and 
Stedman 2001). Place dependence is functional and reflects the importance 
of a place in providing features and conditions that support specific goals 
or desired activities (Schreyer et al. 1981, Stokols and Shumaker 1981, 
Williams and Roggenbuck 1989). Place identity is more emotional and 
refers to the symbolic importance of a place as a repository for emotions 
and relationships that give meaning and purpose to life (Williams and 
Roggenbuck 1989, Shamai 1991, Giuliani and Feldman 1993). Thus, place 
identity can be considered to be a component of self-identity (Proshansky 
et al. 1983) that enhances self-esteem (Korpela 1989) and increases feelings 
of belonging to one’s community (Relph 1976, Tuan 1980).
2.1.6 Personal Construct Theory
The Theory of Place as noted above is a product of environmental psy-
chology and itself is firmly rooted in another important psychological 
theory, Personal Construct Theory (Kelly 1955). It is worth discussing 
briefly because it explains a lot of the way that people’s perceptions can be 
understood. In this theory, people constantly take new experiences and 
try to organise them into an existing structure based on past experience. 
The past experience becomes the lens though which new experiences are 
processed and interpreted. People look at these experiences in terms of 
similarities and differences and also in terms of significance to them and to 
others, based on perceptions mediated by their personal constructs. Such 
constructs may also be shared by social groups. Thus, the data extracted 
from focus group discussions or questionnaires can be evaluated in terms 
of how these constructs are assembled and to whom they belong. Since 
people make decisions based on perceptions of what they believe to be a 
given situation, personal or group constructs become important. A sense 
of national identity is an example of a personal construct held by a group 
as is the sense of belonging to a particular village or location. Therefore, 
all results from any social science research based on asking people about 
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their lives and future intentions must be seen through the lens of Personal 
Construct Theory. Canter’s Theory of Place allows the organisation of 
major factors that make up such constructs to be identified and made 
explicit, thus enabling the drivers of behaviour or perception to be identi-
fied amongst and between groups and individuals.
2.2 Research Theory
Theories do not only apply to the concepts being explored by the research 
itself but the actual process of research and the organisation of the data 
collection and subsequent analysis can also be related to theory – research 
theory. In this work, given the complexity of the likely data and because 
of the use of Canter’s Theory of Place, it was decided to use a specific 
research approach to help organise the research and to enable the multiple 
strands to be disentangled for analysis.  The theory that is most suitable 
is Facet Theory.
2.2.1 Facet Theory
The research was organised using “Facet Theory” (Shye et al 1994, Borg 
and Shye 1995) which facilitates the explicit structuring of the central 
issues in the research and their relationships to one another. The meth-
odology proceeded in a series of stages following the definition of the 
research questions. The approach involved the use of qualitative research, 
through the use of focus groups, as a means of uncovering the key issues 
associated with the research questions (see section on methodology below). 
These key issues were, however, not those of the researchers but of the 
people being studied. This avoids the preconceptions of the researchers 
affecting the data gathering. While the literature review may help to 
identify important areas to be covered by the research, under the tenets 
of the theories described above it is important that social science research 
be to some extent “user-led” in order to identify the major elements that 
contribute to the personal or group constructs and which relate to the 
physical environment, activities and perceptions. 
As well as providing valuable data, the focus group analysis provides a 
route to the development of the content of a questionnaire used to col-
lect quantitative data. The questions (or statements) can be derived from 
the analysis of the focus groups, classified into the three categories of 
physical environment, activities and perceptions. As well as creating a 
set of statements that are relevant to the specific research questions, this 
approach enables the results of the quantitative analysis to be embedded 
in the context provided by the qualitative research.
The questionnaire was constructed from the issues listed in Table 1. 
using the Facet approach. This uses a “mapping sentence” to construct 
statements to which interviewees are requested to state levels of 
agreement or disagreement, along a numerical scale. The scores obtained 
from this scale then permit statistical analysis. The construction of a 
mapping sentence is shown in Figure 1.










Person X is defined using the background information.  
Fig. 1.  Construction of the mapping sentence using Facet Theory
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3.  MATERIALS AND METHODS
3.1 Methods used
The research described here used a mix of methods: geographical analy-
sis of sample areas in Latvia, using data from different time periods to 
ascertain the changes that have taken place in the landscape structure 
and social science methods to explore the perceptions of residents of the 
sample areas and Latvia generally about the landscape, landscape change, 
and life in the countryside.
3.1.1  Landscape change study
The methods used in the geographical analysis involved the use of a geo-
graphical information system (GIS) as a means of assessing the changes 
that have taken place in selected rural municipalities/parishes or “pagasts”. 
The sample areas were chosen in part because data was available for several 
time periods (for two sample areas examined in depth) and also because 
they are generally representative of different Latvian regions with different 
landform, land use, traditions and settlement patterns. It is important to 
note that data on historical aspects of land use is not available for every 
pagasts due to materials being lost over time as a result of war damage 
and other factors. Thus it is to some extent very pragmatic to use data that 
is available, even if it results in some degree of loss of representativeness. 
This is explained in more detail below
The GIS analysis enabled map information from a wide range of scales and 
sources to be harmonised and overlaid so as to produce readily compat-
ible maps. Using the tools in the GIS comparative statistics on land use 
change could be prepared, providing objective data on the actual degree 
of land use change between the different time steps. These map-based 
data were also supplemented by different statistical data sources from the 
pagasts archives, where this had survived. 
There is one source of data from the 1970s which is available in paper form 
for the whole of the country in great detail – Soviet Army maps - (1:10 
000 scale) but which was only used in GIS for the work on two areas, as 
the funds available did not allow their digitisation for all sample areas. 
The aerial orthophotos from 1997 show immense detail and are scale and 
projection-compatible for analysis. From them it is possible to identify 
recent abandonment and bushes growing on former fields, for example. 
Field surveys in some pagasts (used in Papers II, III and VII) updated 
the situation to 2000 and 2007/8.
In Paper I the pagasts of Taurene is examined in depth over several peri-
ods from the early 20th century – in 1911, 1951 and 1990. This study not 
only uses maps but also makes use of statistical data to build up a deeper 
picture. This data came from agricultural surveys of 1935, statistical data 
from the 1970s and 1980s, agricultural yearbooks, unpublished material 
from the State Archives on the picture in the 1940s and materials provided 
by the pagast administration. This not only includes the changes such as 
agricultural land converting to forest or land amelioration but also the 
changes to the housing stock, showing changes in location over time and 
also losses and gains in different periods. This is important for understand-
ing the transformations during the Soviet times and afterwards. This area 
is fairly typical of the Vidzeme uplands of north-central Latvia
In Paper II Gudeniki, in Kurzeme, the western region of Latvia, is dis-
cussed over three time phases – the early 20th century (around 1900 to 
1910 before the First World War), in the 1960s at or just after the time 
of collectivisation, and the beginning of the 1990s after the restoration 
of the Latvian republic. This was possible because more data was avail-
able and three time steps could be evaluated representing key phases in 
landscape transformation, using the Soviet Army maps as well as the 
pre-First World War and 1997 orthophotos. The land cover was digitised 
as forest, agriculture, water, wetland, roads, rivers and buildings (houses, 
farms, manors, collective farm centres) and ground truthing was carried 
out to establish the current state of land abandonment.
In papers III to VI six pagasts are used in analysis, although the land 
use/landscape change data are only analysed in detail in one paper – the 
other papers focus more on the perceptions of residents. The sample of 
Latvian pagasts was selected for study. These were located in each of the 
historical divisions of the territory that is now Latvia and selected to reflect 
different agricultural character and quality, topography and landscape. 
The selection criteria were limited by the availability of data on histori-
cal land use, which is not available comprehensively across the country. 
The locations were, therefore, chosen because good data from the period 
1901 to around 1927 were available showing the land use before the 
land reforms of the first period of independence, before numerous new 
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farmsteads were constructed and before the Second World War and the 
subsequent Soviet Occupation. In addition, they were chosen because of 
the possibility of conducting social surveys there as well (see below). Six 
locations were chosen, two in Vidzeme (Dzerbene and Vecpiebalga), the 
central-northern region, one in Zemgale (Vecsaule), in the south, two in 
Kurzeme (Barta and Priekule), the western region and one in Latgale in 
the east (Nautreni). Fig. 2 shows the location of the study areas for the 
main study. 
Fig. 2. Location of the areas used in the main study
Using the ARCView Geographical Information System (GIS), datasets 
were complied from two sources: historic topographic maps of scale 1:75 
000 dating from 1901 to 1927, depending on the mapping date (there is 
only one set of maps for each area for the early 20th century, with a wide 
range of survey dates, supplemented with some local data available for 
each pagast, to provide more detailed information about land use at that 
time. Table 1 shows the dates of the maps used for each of the sample 
pagasts. Frequently the maps were updated to show additional roads in 
the 1920s but the basic survey was of the early 1900s while in Latgale a 
new survey was undertaken in the early 1920s. Although new farmsteads 
were built after the land reforms of 1920 none were included in the up-
date surveys as few would have been constructed by the time the survey 
field work was carried out. Thus, to all intents and purposes the maps 
show the situation before the First World War. They will be referred to 
as the 1900s era.
Table 1. Dates of maps used in the study.
Pagast Survey date Updating Comments
Dzerbene 1911 1927 Updating of roads only
Vecpiebalga 1911 1927 Updating of roads only
Vecsaule 1907 
and 1927
1926 The western section is 
the newer map, the east-
ern section was updated 
to show additional roads
Barta 1901 1927 Updating of roads only
Priekule 1904 1930 Updating of roads only
Nautreni 1916 
and 1925 
1927 The northern section 
is the newer map, the 
southern section was up-
dated to show additional 
roads.
Aerial orthophotographs from 1997, together with some updating using 
recent locally available information, were used to create the maps of land 
use in the post-Soviet era as it appeared in 2000. While there had been 
some changes in the landscape since 1991, such as some land abandon-
ment, these could be identified from the aerial photographs or more 
recent pagasts data by the age of the vegetation structure; for example, 
scrub and young trees growing on fields show land that was abandoned 
10 years ago at the most. Therefore, the picture is more accurately that of 
the landscape emerging from the Soviet era, from which it may be pos-
sible to interpret trends resulting from its aftermath. It was not possible 
to identify from these maps what changes had occurred before or during 
the Second World War. However, from the knowledge of the type of 
changes undertaken during the Soviet era and their scale, it was fair to 
assume that most were from this time, since the most recent changes tend 
to be those most visible. The exception is the housing pattern, as some 
of the farmsteads built in the 1920s and 30s survived the war and Soviet 
Era and therefore appear on the later maps. This presented difficulties for 
analysis of the changes to settlement (see results section below).
32 33
The spatial data recorded in the GIS included forest cover (no information 
on forest type or age was available from the 1920s), houses/farmsteads, 
roads, rivers and streams, ditches (recording land amelioration) and fea-
tures such as collective farm centres, quarries and other elements. The 
remaining land was identified as farmland or abandoned land but not 
divided into pasture, meadow or arable types as no specific data from the 
pre-First World War period were available. Two comparative datasets were 
therefore prepared at the same scale and using the same classifications.
Although both sets of maps show houses/farmsteads (divided into larger 
farms and smaller farmsteads) this is more indicative of the pattern be-
cause the earlier maps do not clearly show the function and status of all 
buildings marked on them. Therefore, the farmsteads and houses marked 
on the maps are mainly used to show the changes in the pattern and 
distribution of settlement rather than an analysis of numerical changes. 
The Encyclopaedia of Pagasts (Anon, 2001, 2002) describes the main 
factors which affected the settlement of each area and have been used to 
help understand the character and significance of the changes visible on 
the maps.
In order to collect data on the landscape character and the condition of 
the elements of the landscape each of the sample pagasts was visited by 
car to obtain a sense of its character, and a number of photographs and 
notes taken of the main features of each. For the purposes of this study, 
landscape character is defined as a “distinct and recognisable pattern 
of elements that occur consistently in a particular type of landscape” 
(Countryside Agency and Scottish Natural Heritage 2002). Particular 
combinations of geology, landform, soils, vegetation, land use, field pat-
terns and human settlement create character. 
In Paper VII, in addition to Nautrēni and Vecsaule, two other pagasts, 
Zaubes in the Vidzeme uplands and Krimuldas in Gauja National Park 
and one novads (a new territorial administrative unit based on the amal-
gamation of several pagasts), Sigulda, also in Gauja National Park. The 
aim for this study, as well as analysing the changes over time using the 
same data sources as described above was look at the impact of EU agri-
cultural support payments on the continuing changes to the landscape. 
Therefore, data on the uptake of EU funds for landscape management 
(mowing of grassland, for example) was also collected and assessed using 
GIS, for which detailed updated land use maps were created from field 
survey. The locations of Single Area Payments and Less Favoured Area 
Payments were matched to land parcels and compared with the state 
of the management of the land in terms of continued abandonment or 
reversal of abandonment.
Thus, in total, 11 pagasts from different regions in Latvia have been 
studied in this research, enabling a good picture of the changes taking 
place over the 20th century as a result of the different forces at work, to 
be built up.
3.1.2  Social science study
The social science part of the research used a combination of qualitative 
and quantitative methods, including focus groups and questionnaires.
For Paper I interviews were made of every household in Taurenes pagasts 
in order to collect quantitative data about the demographics of each – 
number of people in the household, age, educational achievement, em-
ployment, family budget and standard of habitation and land use. This 
was followed by more qualitative assessment of their views about their 
standard of living and aspirations for the future. Because the households 
were geographically located it was possible to relate the questionnaire 
findings to different locations and to see what patterns emerged.
The main body of the research presented in Papers II to VI contains a 
much larger and more complex social science survey. This was organised 
in two distinct but complementary stages – a qualitative stage, based on 
focus groups in three locations, followed by a large-scale quantitative 
questionnaire, data being collected in nine locations. The survey was 
structured around the three elements of place according to the theory 
of Canter described in the previous chapter – the physical environment, 
activities and perceptions. Facet theory was used to develop the questions. 
The locations for the survey were in part chosen because it was possible 
to carry out social surveys there. This is because it is very helpful to gain 
access to a survey population through a local “gatekeeper” who can help 
the researchers obtain samples, to help ensure that the local population are 
willing to participate and also, if need be, to help carry out interviews. The 
gatekeepers have to be reliable and know about research. Graduates of the 
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Faculty of Geography often work in pagast administration and through 
them it is possible to organise logistics for focus groups and surveys.
Focus groups
Five focus groups were held to collect data for the qualitative stage of the 
research. The groups were organised so as broadly to reflect the regional 
differences in landscape, population and settlement and to represent the 
differences between rural and urban dwellers. Three of the groups took 
place in rural areas:  Jaungulbenes pagasts in Vidzeme in central Latvia; 
Kaplavas pagasts in Latgale, the south eastern portion of the country; 
Gudenieku pagasts in Kurzeme in the west. Two focus groups were also 
held in the capital, Riga – one was of master students at the university, 
another of an old people’s club. In total 46 people took part in the groups 
– 30 women and 16 men. The groups were set up using local contacts 
in the pagasts administrations or through social organisations. This is 
normal practice to get a group of people for such a purpose. At this stage 
a representative sample is not necessary.
The discussions were semi-structured and based on a predetermined set of 
eight starter questions defined by the researchers but deliberately phrased 
as broadly as possible in order to encourage a discussion that would lead to 
the emergence of different opinions and the raising of different issues:
1. What do you understand by the notion of “countryside”?
2. What do you understand as the difference between “the Latvian land-
scape” and “the landscape of Latvia”?
3. How do you evaluate the present landscape compared with that of the 
Soviet era or the pre-war first Latvian Republic times?
4. What do you think of the visual appearance of fields that have become 
overgrown?
5. What do you think is the EU financial support needed for conserving 
the countryside, including afforestation of abandoned agricultural lands, 
grazing or mowing overgrown meadows?
6. Should land in Latvia be sold to foreigners to tidy up the landscape?
7. What do you imagine the countryside to be like in the future?
8. Do you feel like you are living in a marginal area? (only asked of the 
residents of the rural pagasts).
The discussions were allowed to run freely and lasted between 55 minutes 
and 1hour 20 minutes. Some of the questions triggered a lively discussion 
that was wide-ranging and met the aspirations of the research to uncover 
a range of significant issues. Many were common to all groups, while 
some resulted in more discussion in some locations than others. The 
discussions were recorded, transcribed and their content was analysed to 
identify common themes as well as regional differences and the results 
used to develop the questionnaire in the next phase of the research as 
described above.
Questionnaire survey 
The questionnaire was structured according to Facet theory, with the 
core questions (or statements) framed as personal constructs of physical 
environment, activities and perceptions using the mapping sentence. Re-
spondents were asked to rate each questions along a 7-point Likert scale 
ranging from “Strongly agree” to “Strongly disagree”. Some sections were 
included for respondents to note down words that they associated with 
the Latvian countryside. The questionnaire was produced in Latvian and 
Russian in order to collect data from the two main language/cultural 
groups in the country. As well as the questions, a set of demographic data 
was also collected, including gender, age, educational level, employment, 
family background (whether Latvian or not), birthplace (in Latvia or not) 
and whether they spent their childhood in the countryside. The data col-
lection was carried out in the six pagasts used for the landscape change 
analysis. The urban centres sampled were Riga, Kuldiga in Kurzeme (a 
very Latvian town) and Rezekne in Latgale, with a high proportion of 
Russians in the population. The questionnaire data were collected using a 
stratified random sample. Additional stratification was by age and gender, 
so that the analysis would be able to explore some of what were expected 
to be key differences in views among the population. The questionnaires 
were completed during a face to face interview.  The target was 50 com-
pleted questionnaires from each location (9 in all). In total, after checking 
and removing incorrectly completed questionnaires, information for 435 
participants was entered into the database for analysis.  This is a large 
sample with adequate numbers for each location to allow for comparison 
between locations.
Appendix 1 is the final version of the questionnaire (in English).
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3.2  Data analysis
3.2.1  Geographical data analysis
The GIS data sets allow for comparative analysis of different time periods 
and quantitative assessment of land use changes. In each sampled pagast 
the areas of forest/agriculture/wetland were statistically compared, not-
ing percentage changes between each and in Taurene and Gudinieki 
the housing changes were also analysed. The visual comparison between 
maps produced for different periods is also very informative and allows 
for the pattern of changes to be understood very clearly. This means that 
a combination of statistical assessment and visual assessment makes a 
powerful combination.
For the household data in Taurene (Paper I) it was also possible to analyse 
the changing house type and location, including the losses over time from 
the pre-First World War pattern as well as the distribution of demographic 
differences (see the paper for the detail).
For the six sample pagasts used in the main study, statistical comparisons 
of land use change between two periods were possible as well as the visual 
patterns possible from the maps. Using the tools in ArcView the areas of 
forest, agriculture and wetland were compared and tables prepared show-
ing the net changes in each sample pagast (see later section and Paper III). 
The visual pattern of the distribution of buildings was compared but no 
statistical analysis of changing numbers was possible because of the lack 
of data from the 1920s farmstead construction programme.
For Paper VII the statistical analysis of the uptake of EU support funding 
was possible because all the payments are geo-referenced to numbered 
land parcels.  This enabled the payments to be compared with land hold-
ing, land quality, parcel size and other factors in order to deduce some 
conclusions about the current situation.
3.2.2  Social science data analysis
The qualitative data from the focus groups were analysed by transcribing 
the main themes (there were insufficient resources for a complete transcrip-
tion) and from this the key issues raised by the groups were fed into the 
questions for the questionnaire survey (see section 3.1.2 above). However, 
the descriptive findings themselves are valuable and add colour and depth 
to the overall results. However, because they could not be fully analysed, 
the presentation (in Paper VI in particular) is somewhat truncated.
The quantitative data from the questionnaire in Taurene was analysed 
by locating information on age of occupants, household size, house age 
and so on to the GIS maps of housing so as to create a visual pattern of 
the demographic structure of the pagast. This was sufficient to enable the 
comparisons with the geo-referenced data to be made.
The questionnaire data from the main survey comprised several sections: 
the words associated with the Latvian landscape (the typical landscape 
and the actual landscape), key elements of the Latvian landscape and then 
the set of statements answered according to the Likert scale.
The section on words was compiled into a table based on the frequency 
of occurrence of key words (with some interpretation and combining of 
some word into one classification for ease of interpretation). This was 
divided into words listed by rural dwellers and those listed by urban 
dwellers. The list of elements was simply assembled as a master list as it 
contained relatively few words in total with a lot of similarity between 
respondents. 
The analysis of the main section, the statements generated using Facet 
Theory from the three themes from Canter was carried out using SPSS 
(Statistical Package for Social Sciences). The analysis took place in three 
stages. Firstly, the demographic data was tested for significance and differ-
ences in the data using the Kruskall-Wallis and Mann Whitney U tests. 
These showed which demographic variables were most significant.
The second stage of the analysis was a factor analysis of the main ques-
tions on the physical environment, activities and perceptions. This is an 
appropriate analysis for attitudinal judgements. The appropriateness of the 
analysis met the criteria of the determinant =0.09; Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin 
=0.74; nonredundant residuals<50%. The analysis produced 9 factor com-
ponents meeting the eigen criterion of 1.0 and accounting for 56% of the 
variance in the data. Following a varimax rotation the components were 
identified. These were related to continuing to living in the countryside; 
Latvian connections with the countryside; agricultural interventions; 
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maintenance from landowners; tourism; nostalgia for past landscapes; 
forestry; economic support from the EU. The 9th factor was dropped on 
grounds of being a single variable factor. These showed a number of dif-
ferent themes which suggested a deeper analysis.
The third stage of analysis, only used in one paper (Paper VI) was re-
gression analysis, supported in part by the use of Answertree to enable 
a deeper examination of predictors of behaviour in the set of questions 
under investigation in that paper. Firstly, binary logistic regression was 
run in two blocked stages. In the first block, demographic variables sig-
nificantly discriminating on the target research question (living in the 
countryside) were placed in block 1 of the regression. Then in block 2 the 
questionnaire items which were significantly associated with the target 
variable from the factor analysis were added.
The first block produced a significant difference from the baseline Chi 
Square= 41.7, df=11, p<0.001. Results showed that within the demographic 
variables childhood experience was the only variable which was just sig-
nificant at p=0.05. For the second block Chi Square =50, df=3, p<.001. 
.With the inclusion of the questionnaire items the overall classification 
accuracy improved to 92%. 
The first block produced a significant difference from baseline Chi 
Square=29.2, df=10, p<.001. For the second block Chi Square = 55.3, 
df=3, p<0.001. With the inclusion of the questionnaire items the overall 
classification improved to 86%. 
The collinearity diagnostics showed no evidence of  multicollinearity, no 
variables reaching the variance inflation factor criterion of 10 in either of 
the two regressions. (However it should be noted that questions which 
are similar in wording to the target question are likely to elicit similar 
responses so the strong prediction from these items in block 2 is not 
surprising).
An exploratory regression using SPSS answer tree analysis and CART 
(Classification and Regression Tree) was carried out. The latter adds further 
information to conventional regression by indicating an optimal sequence 
and cut off point for the predictor variables. 
4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This chapter presents a summary of the main findings from all the papers 
and then synthesises them together in order to consider the relationship 
between what might be termed the “objective” analysis of the actual 
changes to the countryside landscape of Latvia, from the analysis of 
geographic data and the more “subjective” perceptions of these changes 
and what it means to live in the countryside, from the social science part 
of the data.
4.1 Landscape change study
This section considers the more objective aspects arising from the analysis 
of the geographic data from the different study areas. These were assessed 
in different degrees of depth, but from the two deeper analyses inferences 
can be drawn which apply more generally to the other study areas. The 
results presented here are primarily presented in papers I, II, III and IV. 
Note that there is some repetition between papers II and IV, which both 
use some of the same data on land use change in Gudenieki Pagasts, but 
do so to make different points in relation to the social science study (see 
later section).
4.1.1  Landscape change: patterns, processes and phases
Paper I found, as anticipated in the introduction, that in the early 20th 
century the land use pattern of Taurenes Pagasts, in the Vidzeme Up-
lands, was largely determined by soil type, fertility and drainage. The 
landscape was mostly open and agricultural, forests being mainly located 
on the sandy plains near the river and in some wetter hollows. During the 
first period of Latvian independence between the wars there was some 
switching between forest and farmland but in general the area of forest 
increased, mainly due to expansion of existing forests or colonisation of 
wet areas and fields of low fertility. Immediately after the Second World 
War there was further expansion of forest caused by the abandonment 
of more land – due to the loss of population due to deaths in the war, 
the first wave of deportations in 1940 and exile. After the war and the 
establishment of Soviet power there were further deportations to Sibe-
ria (1949), the process of collectivisation and then the centralisation of 
settlements. The results of these combined actions are clear to see from 
the maps. The result was a change from the mosaic-like landscape of 
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the early 20th century, with a dense settlement pattern and lots of fairly 
small farms to a more homogeneous pattern, further developed through 
the process of land amelioration (smoothing out fields to make them 
more suitable for machinery, drainage and rationalisation of field size and 
shape). Furthermore, the landscape became more divided – large open 
fields separated by tracts of forest instead of the mosaic of before – and 
water meadows were abandoned so that the overall area of semi-natural 
meadowland decreased. 
After the re-establishment of the Latvian republic the land was returned 
to the previous owners. However, this did not result in the same pattern 
of farms for a number of reasons – some farms had disappeared, some 
owners could not be found, for example – so a more fragmented and 
smaller-scale ownership patterns developed, exacerbated by the fact that 
much pre-war land was now forest and the housing pattern had changed 
dramatically. Thus it was not possible to return to the landscape pattern 
of pre-war days and one more affected by human factors than by edaphic 
or economic ones.
Gudenieki Pagasts, in western Kurzeme (II, IV), shows a similar number 
of phases as Taurene, although the time steps for the analysis are slightly 
different due to the availability of data. The starting point for the land-
scape change was somewhat different than for Taurene, with much less 
forest to start with and a number of wetlands. By the 1960s, during or 
just after the final phase of collectivisation and centralisation of housing 
the amount of forest had increased substantially and a proportion of the 
wetlands had been drained and brought into cultivation. Some abandoned 
land not yet turned into forest was also shown, which by the 1990s had 
become forest – the overall expansion of forest was 30% between the 
early 20th century and the 1990s.
The knowledge gained in the studies of the first two areas helps in the 
interpretation of that for the six pagasts used in the main study, where 
only two time-steps were available. These show the picture in the 1900s 
and around 2000 – slightly later that for either of the two other areas 
– so that while the results of the changes are clear – and significant in 
all cases – the relative importance of each period is not visible from the 
data. However, it is fair to infer that the same main phases affected the 
landscape and that the resulting patterns are primarily the result of the 
combined Soviet factors of collectivisation, land amelioration and cen-
tralisation of settlement following the wartime and post-war physical and 
social catastrophes as well as more recent land abandonment.
Paper III presents detailed statistical analysis of each pagasts and these 
are summarised in the following table, Table 2.
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In all cases there has tended to be a simplification of the landscape, with 
homogenisation of the previous more complex mosaic pattern. What this 
means for landscape character and the identity of the landscape will be 
discussed in section 4.1.3
4.1.2 Settlement patterns
At Taurene a detailed analysis of settlement patterns (I), the changes over 
time and the current occupancy situation was undertaken. This showed 
that houses dated from several different eras. In the wider countryside 
most houses dated from before the First World War or from the first 
period of independence. These therefore represent the traditional hous-
ing stock, which potentially form one of the main sets of cultural assets 
for the pagasts. In the centre of the village most houses, except for those 
associated with the manor farms, date from the Soviet times, both as 
blocks of flats and single family houses (mainly the former) with a few 
constructed in the post-Soviet period. The data from the time-period 
maps also show the losses of the older houses in the wider countryside, 
especially in those areas abandoned and colonised by forest, representing 
losses of the traditional cultural landscape heritage. The analysis of ma-
terials used in their construction shows that the older cohorts of houses 
are mainly of wood and stone, brick and concrete being used in the later, 
Soviet constructions.
The further analysis of occupancy of the older houses in the wider coun-
tryside also shows several features. Firstly, those that are occupied are 
overwhelmingly occupied by older people, often widows or widowers. 
There are few such houses occupied by families. However, not all houses 
are permanently occupied – some are empty and abandoned while 30-40 
are only used as summer or weekend houses by owners who are non-
resident.
In Gudenieki the pattern of farmsteads shows a shift (II, IV), with the 
western part of the area showing a net loss while more appeared in the 
east. In the south-west there are also significant numbers of derelict farm-
steads. There is no information about occupancy but it would be fair to 
infer the similar pattern as for Taurene.
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The picture from Paper III is summarised in Table 3. The picture from 
the changes to settlement is not so clear. Table 3 compares the pre- and 
post-Soviet housing numbers and notes some of the changes in distribu-
tion across the territories of the pagasts.
Table 3: Comparison of changes to farmstead/house numbers and distribution between 
1900s and 2000.
Pagast Comments
Dzerbene Some increase but dwellings concentrated in village centre. 
The number of larger farmsteads has declined
Vecpiebalga Very big decrease in numbers of dwellings, Many Soviet 
era constructions are in the village centre
Vecsaule Large decrease, little change in distribution, some concen-
tration in the centre.
Barta Small decrease in number of dwellings plus a concentra-
tion in the centre and a reduction in density in the arable 
areas.
Priekule Increase in total of dwellings, with main removal in the 
northern section but replaced elsewhere. The presence of 
the town probably has an influence on the concentration 
of housing.
Nautreni Huge reduction in number of dwellings and some redistri-
bution from the main arable area to the hilly zone in the 
south.
This picture only tells part of the story as far as the effects on landscape 
character are concerned. Firstly, the number of dwellings (farms, smaller 
farmsteads, houses or flats) does not tell us anything about the type of 
building, whether significant number of older traditional houses survived, 
how many new farms were built in the 1920s and 30s or how many were 
replaced with newer versions on the same site.
It is important to remember that the dispersed farmsteads represent com-
plexes of elements in the landscape which together form important cultural 
assemblages (as will be discussed in section 4.2.1 on Latvian identity 
and the Latvian countryside) including farm buildings of various sorts, 
bathhouses (saunas or pirts), orchards, ponds, gardens, rows of trees and 
storks nests. The older people are also repositories of traditional knowl-
edge of land management and many other aspects (see below). Similarly, 
the village centres are places where the infrastructure of collective farms 
was located – much now redundant, derelict or cannibalised for reused 
materials.
4.1.3 Changes in landscape character
The analysis of land us or land cover changes does not tell us a lot about 
the actual character, unless some assessment of the main aspects that 
determine this can be carried out. The analysis of housing stock helps 
because of the knowledge gained about the changes in type and location, 
the losses of older houses and the fact that many characteristic elements 
are associated with the farmstead complex.
Visits to the six pagasts forming the core of the main project enabled the 
current landscape character to be examined and photographed (III). Ap-
plying some of the aspects used to assess landscape character shows the 
key features creating today’s landscape and it is possible from the maps 
of former times to deduce some of the character from the past. Table 4 
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































. Paper I also enables some idea of the changes to character to be inferred 
– as noted in section 4.1.1. The main changes tended to be simplification, 
increase in scale of the open agricultural areas and an increase in enclosure 
elsewhere as the forest expanded; reduction in the density of traditional 
farmsteads and loss of associated elements; bushes and trees tending to 
develop along rivers and around lake edges.
The recent effects of land abandonment since the collapse of the Soviet 
system will tend over time to increase the contrast between larger scale 
open areas and more enclosed forested areas, since much of the abandoned 
land is in marginal areas, smaller meadows left uncut and in the remoter 
farms where less agricultural activity is taking place due to occupancy 
patterns (older people unable to farm much land and non-resident owners). 
The derelict remnants of the collective farm infrastructure add further 
impressions of marginalisation, lack of care, decay and abandonment. 
These are often in prominent places and highly visible from the roads.
4.1.4 Is there a traditional Latvian landscape left? 
The analysis of landscape change for the eight pagasts studied in detail 
provides ample evidence that the traditional Latvian countryside landscape 
of the early 20th century no longer exists. The overall pattern of open 
fields, scattered forest blocks of different sizes, relatively dense networks 
of farmsteads scattered across the landscape, wetlands and wet meadows 
has been transformed, primarily by the centralised planning system of 
the collectivisation period, although building on the start of  land reform 
during the first Latvian independence period and the limited abandon-
ment caused by the war years and afterwards, into a much simpler, larger 
scale, less densely peopled and partly abandoned landscape (to a greater 
extent in some places than others – the more fertile pagasts such as 
Vecsaule have not changed as much, nor the more densely forested such 
as Barta). There are places where something approaching the traditional 
landscape remains and there are farmstead complexes with most of the 
typical elements present but broadly speaking the landscape is a Soviet 
landscape affected by the aftermath of the Soviet period, notably contin-
ued abandonment, forest cutting and marginalisation of remoter parts of 
pagasts in poorer areas.
This landscape, referring to Antrop’s classification of change types and 
eras (Antrop, 2005) has to be seen as a special category – an “ideological 
landscape”, planned centrally according to political-ideological as opposed 
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to economic land use principles. It can also be said to be a landscape of 
an occupying power. This would suggest that many people might find it 
repugnant because of this. However, as will become clear from the follow-
ing section,  people’s perceptions are far from being such a simple view.
Another aspect that has to be examined is this: even after all the changes 
and the losses of traditional features and cultural heritage, is the landscape 
devoid of value? In economic terms the land varies in real estate value, 
some, especially the more fertile areas being very valuable and others 
perhaps less so. In ecological terms the landscape is still very diverse and 
home to many species: the low use of herbicides and pesticides and the 
mosaic character of the landscape, though simpler than in the past, offer 
rich habitats, further enhanced by the extensification of agriculture and 
the mixed age structure of the forests and abandoned fields. In terms 
of cultural landscape values there remain still many older traditional 
farmsteads, albeit in need of repair and restoration. The village centres 
themselves, while being dominated by buildings from the Soviet era rep-
resent cultural elements from that time, a time that cannot be forgotten 
and which left its mark on the culture of the country in so many ways. 
Finally, while not looking like it did, the landscape of many areas is still 
very attractive, especially away from the village centres and in the hilly 
areas with winding lanes and the old farmsteads and with many of the 
other elements – churches, lakes, manor houses, cemeteries – that add 
interest. It is perhaps the signs of abandonment and the scale of forest 
cutting that take away some of this attractiveness – as will be explored 
in the next section.
4.2 Social science study
This section discusses the findings from the social science elements of the 
study. There are three main types of data in this. First, a selection of ele-
ments suggested by both the focus group and questionnaire respondents 
to typify the traditional Latvian countryside. Secondly, words which 
respondents to the questionnaire associated with the Latvian countryside. 
Thirdly, following the factor analysis of the questions, some key percep-
tions about landscape change, about living in the countryside and about 
the future, related to key demographic variables.
4.2.1 Landscape and identity
In Paper IV some aspects of the role played by the countryside in forming 
a sense of identity were explored. Firstly, the list of elements considered to 
be typical of the traditional Latvian countryside landscape was assembled 
from all the words and their frequencies offered by the respondents. This 
showed a very clear pattern of repeated elements, such as hay cocks, storks, 
detached farmsteads, thatched buildings, country bath houses (saunas), 
old oak trees (in fields or along roads), avenues of lines of oak and lime 
trees, cultivated fields, country estates (or properties) without hedges or 
fences (in contrast to other parts of Europe), winding highways, hillocks 
and flower gardens. Other elements mentioned less frequently were manor 
houses with parks and ponds. The idea of the Latvian landscape is also 
linked with the places their forbears lived, with childhood reminiscences 
and with feelings of home and patriotism. It is noticeable that the elements 
tend to be mainly cultural ones – associated with farms and cultivated 
areas, not forests, lakes or other natural elements. This can be explained 
in part by Place Theory – the physical landscape is associated with where 
people live and this is where they also form place attachment. Those 
respondents from rural areas all lived in the countryside and could have 
been thinking about that particular area, a smaller-scale landscape than 
the broad picture being examined in the section on land use change at 
the pagast level.
Interviewees in the focus groups were asked about their views compar-
ing the countryside landscape of the First Latvian Republic with that 
of the Soviet era and most, though not all, considered the landscape to 
have changed for the worse. This is interesting because very few people, 
even from the focus group of older people could really remember what 
the landscape was like – they would have been children at the time. This 
suggests that there is some kind of mythical view of those days. The focus 
group response was followed up with a questionnaire statement about the 
Latvian countryside being more Latvian before the Second World War, 
split by age group. This showed a very mixed pattern but the older age 
groups (60 and over) showed a marked tendency to agree or strongly agree 
with this, while the younger, especially those below 20 disagreed. Clearly 
this shows that some at least of the older ones remember the landscape to 
some extent or know more about it and the changes of collectivisation they 
lived through, while to the younger generation who only really remember 
the post Soviet era, this is the landscape they know and associate with. 
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One of the questions specifically asked about the extent to which the 
countryside is connected with being Latvian. The result, split between 
rural and urban dwellers shows a clear agreement with this statement, 
more so for the rural than the urban people (of whom many in the sample 
were not ethnically Latvian).
This section of the research shows that the Latvian countryside is perceived 
as an important aspect of Latvia and a contributor to a sense of identity 
for the Latvian population, both rural and urban. There is clearly an ar-
chetypal image of the traditional landscape which contains a specific set 
of elements, most of which are associated with the farmed landscape and 
are cultural, not natural. The (white) stork appears to be an important 
symbol – it is a very common bird in Latvia, living close to farmsteads. 
However, as noted by the poet Ziedonis, the symbolism must be relatively 
recent as there is very little reference to the stork in traditional folksongs. 
This suggests that symbols can develop and change.
A final aspect of symbolism can be found in the oral history of survivors 
of the gulag and the deportations to Siberia in 1940 and after 1949 – they 
reported that it was the memory of the Latvian landscape that kept them 
going and for which they yearned while away. Holding onto traditions 
was one means of keeping a sense of identity (Apfelbaum, 2003:349; 
Nollendorfs, 2002:107).
If the younger generations tend to associate more with the current land-
scape, as a result of having only known it, than as time goes on and the 
older generations gradually disappear, it is likely that the sense of identity 
will tend to be more and more associated with the current landscape. 
However, if the landscape continues to change, this may have an effect on 
those developing perceptions. In a study in Estonia, Alumae et al (2003) 
found that Soviet era remains were not yet old enough to be considered 
valuable as part of the cultural layer of a past epoch. 
4.2.2 Perceptions of landscape change
The changes taking place in the landscape were identified by the focus 
group participants as being the result of two main drivers – land abandon-
ment and accelerated forest cutting (II and IV). These were both perceived 
as negative aspects. These issues were then followed up in the questionnaire 
as part of the set of questions based on the physical environment. In the 
case of the overgrowing of abandoned fields by bushes there was a strong 
level of agreement by both urban and rural inhabitants, slightly more so 
by rural dwellers, that this reduced the attractiveness of the landscape. 
In the case of forest cutting the views were slightly different and more 
complex. It was mainly the higher educated people who agreed that in-
creased forest cutting spoils the landscape with other people less clearly in 
agreement. The reasons for these changes are interesting to contemplate, 
although there is nothing in the data to confirm this. In the case of 
the abandoned fields, the strong sense of attachment to the agricultural 
landscape as noted in the previous section and the loss of this seem to 
be strongly and logically connected. However, in the case of the forest 
cutting the forest, while ever present in the landscape is somehow much 
less mentioned as a major part of it. In the economy of the countryside 
and of Latvia as a whole the timber industry is very important. Moreover, 
many landowners have used the forest as a means of raising capital. Thus 
forest cutting may be seen more as a positive economic activity while 
abandoned fields are a sign of negative economic activity as much as an 
issue of landscape attractiveness or identity. 
This interpretation would be very much in keeping with Place Theory, 
where the physical environment tends to be considered important only 
when it has a direct effect on people’s daily lives, such as providing em-
ployment or a source of resources. The tendency for educated people to 
see forest cutting as negative for the landscape can be interpreted as being 
because they do not rely on timber for a living – because presumably they 
have better jobs – and possible therefore view the landscape more as a place 
to live or for recreation, once more relating quite well to Place Theory. 
However, there were mixed views about whether there is too much forest 
in the Latvia. The older questionnaire respondents were more likely to 
agree than the younger ones – perhaps related to the fact that the older 
people remember a time when the landscape was more open, as shown 
by the results of the analysis of landscape change. To the younger people, 
however, the amount of forest is what they have grown up with and are 
used to, which may help explain their different perceptions.  
Change is also clearly linked to management and the degree of care and 
attention given to the landscape – the focus group respondents discussed 
the reason for the reduction in the attractiveness of the landscape by 
overgrowing abandoned fields as being at least in part due to a lack of 
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care or management. There was also strong agreement that landowners 
should tidy up the countryside (more so among people who spent their 
childhood in the countryside even if they do not live there now). There 
was wide nostalgia for the tidy, well-managed landscape not only of the 
First Latvian time but also of the kolkhoz era, when the land was man-
aged and the buildings and facilities in use. The question of what to do 
with abandoned land was also examined. Focus group participants sug-
gested afforestation as an alternative land use but in the questionnaire 
the results were mixed, with a greater tendency for older respondents 
to disagree with the statement “Abandoned fields should be afforested” 
while the younger ones show a slight tendency towards agreement. In the 
more fertile plains, such as Vecsaule (see landscape analysis above) there 
has also been a trend for foreign farmers to buy land – the questionnaire 
respondents generally were not in favour of this, although the younger 
age groups were not so unequivocal.
4.2.3 The physical environment compared with other aspects of 
living in the countryside.
The words people used to describe the aspects they associated with the 
Latvian countryside showed a mix between the physical environment 
and social and economic factors (Paper IV). There were two versions of 
this part of the questionnaire. The first looks at the countryside in its 
more traditional sense while the second looks at what people consider 
to be typical at the moment. The main distinctions in both, and similar 
for both rural dwellers and urban dwellers is that the positive words are 
mainly associated with the physical landscape and its qualities, such as 
clean air, stillness and elements such as meadows and lakes, while the 
more negative words tend to be associated with some landscape elements 
such as abandoned fields, dilapidated buildings and bad roads but mainly 
with socio-economic factors. Table 5 shows a simple version of these 
word lists by frequency. Top of the list for Table 5 for both rural and 
urban dwellers is the diverse and beautiful landscape. Associations such 
as homeland and birthplace also feature but negative aspects come more 
than halfway down the list. 
The split between mainly positive words about the physical environment 
and the mainly negative words about the social environment signal some 
deep issues faced by people living in the countryside: poverty, unemploy-
ment, depression, alcoholism, lack of finance, hard life and hard work. 
The negative words are more often mentioned by urban dwellers, perhaps 
reflecting their impressions of what it is like to live in the countryside and 
the fact that the urban life is perhaps seen by them as easier and urban 
incomes higher. This could be reflected also in the ratings the urban 
dwellers gave to some of the questionnaire statements about living in the 
countryside discussed in the next section.
Table 5: lists of words used to describe the Latvian countryside

















Flow of youth from country to town
There are many positive aspects about the environment that are not just 
the visual landscape: clean air, stillness, birdsong and quietness which are 
perhaps features that contrast with an urban environment. 
4.2.4  Living in the countryside
Viable rural landscapes need viable rural societies to live there and manage 
them, otherwise they cease to be living. Thus it is important to explore 
the factors that keep people in the countryside and what cause them to 
leave (push and pull factors). In the focus groups the migration of young 
people to the towns and cities was raised as a problem for the future and 
it also emerged in the word lists. In Paper I the tendency for the remoter 
houses to be inhabited mainly by older people was also noted. In order 
to see what factors are important for people to remain living in the coun-
tryside a set of questions was included in the questionnaire (V and VI) 
including a general question about continuing to live there, one about 
service provision and one about job availability. Looking to the future, 
the issue of raising children in the countryside was also included. From 
the analysis, using regressions, it emerged that service provision is more 
important than jobs for continuing to live in the countryside, especially for 
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urban people who may be thinking of returning. Services include shops, 
banks, schools, surgeries, post offices and so on. People seem willing to 
commute to work in nearby towns and many seem to prefer to live in the 
countryside and commute. The distance/time of commuting then becomes 
an issue – the marginal point is often about 1 hour travel time by bus or 
car, which means that accessible countryside around urban centres and 
along main roads may be more viable than remoter and therefore more 
marginalised countryside beyond the commuting threshold.
Fig 3 shows one of the graphs that depict this preference
Fig. 3. The degrees of preference of rural dwellers for continuing to live 
in the countryside if services are available
The data was also analysed using Mann-Whitney U tests and a regression 
analysis. The Mann-Whitney U tests showed that all the demographic 
variables, with the exception of education, discriminate significantly on 
the target Likert scale. In other words, those with a family background, 
birthplace or childhood in Latvia are more likely to agree with the state-
ment “I wish to continue to live in the countryside”. It is the rural, older 
and employed groups agreeing with the statement more than the urban, 
younger and unemployed/retired/homemaker groups.
Table 6. Variables predicting the desire to live in the countryside 
from urban dwellers
The regression was more meaningful for urban dwellers. The first block 
produced a significant difference from baseline Chi Square=29.2, df=10, 
p<.001. For the second block, Chi Square = 55.3, df=3, p<0.001. Signifi-
cant predictors in block 1 were all 
related to background p=0.003. With the inclusion of the questionnaire 
items the overall classification improved to 86%. In the total model, the 
significant predictors were background and questionnaire items on em-
ployment and the desire to bring up children in the countryside. Note 
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that for the urban dwellers, the question on services in the countryside 
was not significant.
An exploratory regression using SPSS answer-tree analysis and CART 
(Classification and Regression Tree) was carried out. The latter adds fur-
ther information to conventional regression by indicating an optimal 
sequence and cut-off point for the predictor variables. Finally, the two 
trees for the questionnaire responses in block two of the regressions are 
shown (Figs 11 and 12). Firstly, the tree for urban dwellers has, at the top 
of the tree, bringing up children as the main predictor, closely followed 
by the need for jobs (Fig 4 and 5). The classification rate is high at 85% 
with an se of 3%. 
Figure 4 Answertree based on the second block of regression for rural 
inhabitants
The similar tree for the rural dwellers has the provision of services at the 
top of the tree with the question on bringing up children in a much less 
important role (Fig. 12). However, once again, the skewed distribution 
inflated the classification rate. With qualification, the resultant answer 
tree is shown below.
Figure 5 Answertree based on the second block of regression for urban inhabitants 
The issue of living in the countryside affects the generations differently. 
The older people living in the remoter houses away from the village centres 
where services tend to be located may be in danger of becoming mar-
ginalised or excluded unless social support is provided by their families, 
for example (V). Poor housing quality and poor transport availability 




types. For the younger people, leaving school, for example, there is a pull 
towards the towns and cities for further education and for jobs in other 
sectors, especially the service sector. For rural societies to remain viable 
younger people must stay there and raise families there and clearly this 
is a problem at present, if the views of out-migration by younger people 
are correct.  
Since the research was undertaken Latvia has joined the European Union 
and this opened up opportunities for people to migrate to other coun-
tries, such as the UK and Ireland, for work, mainly in the agricultural, 
forestry, building or service sectors where low skilled and often seasonal 
work is available. The period between 2004 and the present saw significant 
numbers taking this route, though hard data on actual numbers is as yet 
unavailable. This activity leads to two main results – the temporary or 
permanent addition to the trend for rural depopulation and a source of 
income and investment by those returning bringing their earnings with 
them or sending them home from abroad. This can have positive effects, 
such as when houses or businesses receive investment but it may also lead 
to further irreversible losses of the rural population from the working (and 
family bearing) age population. It is too early to say what the eventual 
picture will turn out to be.
On of the main predictors about continuing to live in the landscape was 
whether a person had been brought up in the countryside. Those who 
had spent all of their childhood in the countryside were much more likely 
to agree with the statements, especially those currently living in urban 
areas. This suggests that while people have moved to the towns their 
hearts lie in the places they were brought up and this indicates a strong 
place attachment.
The findings of the questionnaire survey suggest that people still want to 
live in the countryside at least in part because the landscape is attractive 
but that there are obstacles of services and employment that hinder this 
unless they can commute to work in a nearby town. It also seems that 
part of the reason for wanting to live in the countryside is also due to 
strong place attachment and strong ties to the land. This is in line with 
ideas about the role of different types of capital – human and social as 
well as natural and built – that has been found to contribute to quality 
of life (Vemuri and Costanza, 2005). 
What is also interesting is that the results illustrate the way that aspects 
of the social environment intersect with that of the physical environment 
in people’s perceptions, attitudes and expectations. However, the role 
of the physical environment, while important, is rarely explicit unless 
a feature of the environment obstructs, prevents or otherwise interferes 
with a person’s objectives (Scott and Canter, 1997, Ward Thompson and 
Myers, 2003, Oliveira and Dneboska, 2004, Alumae et al, 2003). The 
physical environment provides a setting for the social environment and 
the relationship between the two is transactional – if changes take place 
in the physical environment, whether someone perceives them as good 
or bad will depend on the degree to which they affect how that person 
carries out their jobs and tasks. Thus land abandonment or forest felling 
will be seen differently depending on someone’s relationship with the 
area (V). 
4.2.5  Reducing land abandonment
One means of increasing the degree of landscape management and of 
slowing or halting if not reversing the rate of land abandonment is to pay 
farmers to cut meadows, regardless of whether the grass forms an eco-
nomic crop or not (VII). In many countries of Europe the need to protect 
and maintain cultural landscapes has long been recognised. The role of 
farmers as stewards or guardians of the countryside is often referred to in 
the UK, for example, and throughout Europe landscape protection and 
maintenance is in part delivered through the range of different national 
agri-environment programmes funded through the CAP or by national 
governments. On accession to the EU in 2004, through the provisions 
of the Accession Treaty, Latvian farmers had for the first time the chance 
to apply for EU direct support payments. These took the form of single 
area payments for agricultural land which is maintained in good agri-
cultural and environmental condition, notwithstanding whether there is 
agricultural production or not. Paper VII examines a number of pagasts 
and novads, several used in Paper III, and looked at the rate of uptake of 
the single area payments.
It was found from the study of sample pagasts and novads, each of which 
had experienced and continues to experience the land abandonment prob-
lems typical of the other sample areas, that the single area payments in 
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the studied areas were having hardly any positive effect on the landscape 
pattern and structure after three years of operation. It was also found 
that in places the pace of abandonment has been slowed or halted but 
not for many of the areas which are in most need of this, primarily the 
most typical and valuable cultural landscapes which are also good for 
biodiversity. In addition, most of the payments are going to larger farmers 
in good agricultural areas but not to those in the landscapes most at risk. 
It was concluded that the payments are not reaching the semi-subsistence 
farmers living in the most marginalised areas. The reasons seem to be 
connected to a number of factors of which economics and land quality 
are only two. The evidence so far suggests that EU payments can curb 
these processes in the places, but not stop them altogether. At present the 
mosaic-type cultural landscape, so typical of Latvia, is mostly endangered 
in undulating uplands and river valleys such as the Gauja, location of the 
main national park in Latvia. There is clearly a need to review the way 
the policy is working in terms of the meeting the objectives of landscape 
management and socio-economic support for the farmers on the lowest 
incomes.
4.2.6 The future of the Latvian countryside
The future of the Latvian countryside is uncertain – will it continue to 
change along the lines discussed so far, with continuing land abandonment, 
low levels of investment into rural housing, migration of people to towns 
and other countries for work leaving an increasingly socially excluded 
older population behind? Or will the rate of change slow down, people 
start to manage the land once more, a viable population comprising all 
life stages be retained at sustainable levels and the cultural heritage of old 
farms and other elements be renovated and restored?
The research suggests several trajectories for the future, several trends that 
may lead in similar or different directions. These are not alternatives but 
possibly interweave with one another or perhaps take place to different 
degrees in different places as a result of different starting conditions.
Firstly there is the non-agricultural route of land use by developing alter-
native forms of income such as tourism. This was seen by focus groups as 
having potential and in Paper II was evaluated in some detail. Accord-
ing to Oja and Prede (2004) the quality of the countryside landscape 
can be one of the prerequisites for socio-economic development. In the 
questionnaire survey respondents were asked about the importance of the 
quality of the landscape for the development of tourism and although 
the results were mixed, those with higher education were more likely to 
agree with the statement. This leads to a situation where the landscape 
needs to be considered as an asset with an economic value. The problem, 
as noted elsewhere (Bell, 2003) is that the beneficiaries of the landscape 
(for example owners of accommodation or providers of tourism services 
such as horse riding or fishing) are often not the managers of the wider 
landscape, so that equity is not shared. Participatory planning of land-
scape management as a tool for rural development is seen as one potential 
way of involving all stakeholders in this (Bell, 2000). Rural tourism in 
Latvia is developing year by year and the numbers of people employed 
in it is also increasing (Latvian Country Tourism Association, 2005). 
This approach could suit landowners in locations with a higher potential 
for recreation and tourism in terms of accessibility, landscape and other 
cultural assets. There are a number of models which could be adopted 
and a variety of support mechanisms to help small-scale entrepreneurs to 
develop appropriate tourism businesses (Bell et al, 2009). 
Secondly, there is the route of developing the forest products industry 
and managing the forests more intensively, including afforestation of 
surplus land. In 2004 the Latvian Ministry of Agriculture produced data 
anticipating up to 200 000ha of former agricultural land being poten-
tially afforested (Latvian Environmental Agency, 2004). The means to 
integrate new afforestation into the landscape, at least in visual terms, was 
considered in the EU Phare Project which was my first involvement in 
Latvia andn published as a handbook by the State Forestry Service (Bell 
and Nikodemus, 2000). The expansion of forest to the degree envisaged 
by such figures is still likely to change the cultural landscape even fur-
ther but at least it will take more positive steps if the land is brought into 
production than abandoned and left to nature: some degree of planning 
and direction to where the new afforestation ought to be located could 
be possible rather than the random pattern of today. The Ministry of 
Agriculture and State Forest Service together with private sector inves-
tors and the Latrvian joint stock forestry company (Latvijas Valsts Meži) 
would be the main actors to take a lead.
Thirdly, there is the better and more effective targeting of the EU support 
payments to the landowners most in need of them, both in terms of land 
management to halt or reverse land abandonment and in terms of income 
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support. If successful this could increase the sense of management vis-
ible in the landscape and also reduce the impression of a depressed area. 
However, cutting grass areas to reduce bushes is only part of the issue. In 
many respects the most important archetypal elements that retain some 
link to the traditional landscapes are the old farmsteads, many not lived 
in permanently and many in poor condition (I). Funding for conserva-
tion, restoration and sensitive modernisation of these important cultural 
assets is needed too.
Fourthly, the possibility of improved agricultural production, perhaps 
using organic techniques or producing special products could be used 
to revitalise farming, though not in traditional ways. This was envisaged 
in the SAPARD programme, the forerunner to the EU programmes, 
which sought to develop proposals for the agricultural sector (Minstry 
of Agriculture, 2002). Perhaps the lack of herbicide and pesticide use, 
the clean water and lack of pollution offer not only a special landscape 
but also the ideal environment for organic production. This could also 
be connected with rural or nature tourism, where the tourism offer in-
cludes local products and special quality products to key markets (Bell 
et al 2007). This possibility is in line with many recent trends in rural 
tourism. Further support in technical issues, marketing and training from 
the Ministry of Agriculture is probably needed to help in the develop-
ment of the sector.
Finally, since people express a desire to live in the countryside as long as 
they can work in a nearby town or city, the prospect arises of commuter 
belts developing within the 1 hour or so commuting zone around urban 
areas. Around Riga, the capital, suburban estates of family houses are 
beginning to appear and they can also be seen albeit on a smaller scale, 
around other towns. This may be the start of the “gentrification” of the 
countryside where it becomes a place for people to live but not to gain a 
living and where people bring urban values (Spencer, 1997). This could 
lead to a two-tier countryside – a top tier of gentrified countryside where 
commuters live side by side with the other residents in a partly working 
countryside which also has holiday or weekend houses and a second tier 
of marginalised countryside emptied of all but older people and others 
trapped by unemployment or poverty (V and VI). This is not a very at-
tractive prospect. It may lead to urban sprawl near the larger cities and 
towns and a type of hobby farming elsewhere. Urban sprawl is a major 
issue of concern in Europe at present (EEA, 2006).
The results presented so far paint a complex picture which includes many 
elements common to other locations and situations. The scale of land 
use change, rural depopulation and land abandonment are not so very 
different from what is happening in many other countries in Europe. 
This process is not unique to Latvia, being prevalent in Estonia, parts of 
Lithuania and the Czech Republic (Szakacs 1993; Mander and Palang 
1994; Palang et al. 1998; Palang et al. 2000; Penēze et al. 2004; Nikodemus 
et al. 2005; Peneze et al. 2005). Nor is land abandonment confined to 
Eastern Europe, being a significant issue in Western European countries 
such as Portugal and in the mountains of France and Spain (Baldock et 
al. 1996; Mazzolini et al. 2004), although the dynamics are slightly dif-
ferent. It is considered that in Estonia, agricultural lands are abandoned 
due to their poor fertility and unfavourable situation in agriculture in 
general, with landscape and accessibility playing a minor role in this 
process (Palang et al. 2000) (VII). 
The social issues associated with the land use change processes – either as 
drivers of them or as consequences – are also similar in other countries. 
In Paper V a comparison between Latvia and Scotland uncovered some 
similar problems for rural dwellers in remote landscapes. Many of the 
practical issues facing rural people in England have also been defined rather 
clearly, especially for two key groups – older and younger people. For the 
older people the main issues are a lack of access to material resources; 
inadequate or poor quality social relations; lack of access to services and 
amenities; and disadvantages linked to rural community change (Com-
mission for Rural Communities, 2002). In the case of younger people 
Madgely and Bradshaw (2006) identified a number of actions to improve 
the opportunities provided to young people in rural areas, including 
increased support for residential places at further education colleges; in-
creased provision of adequate transport options to enable young people to 
access post-16 opportunities; provision of information, advice and guidance 
for young people in low-skilled, low-paid employment; and support for 
skills training and career opportunities for those young people who want 
to stay in or return to rural areas to help them develop careers in areas 
that have the potential for growth in rural communities. 
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5. CONCLUSIONS
This thesis has a number of research objectives which can now be achieved 
as a result of the research described here and presented in the papers.
The first objective is to study the changes that have taken place and are 
still taking place in the Latvian landscape and to assess the kind of land-
scape that is likely to be the result as the processes change and develop. It 
is clear from the research that there were several eras of change from the 
beginning of the 20th century which affected different parts of the country 
in different ways depending on the starting conditions and agricultural 
potential. The main changes which affected all areas in a similar fashion 
were those of the Soviet era: collectivisation, amelioration and centralisa-
tion of settlements. This resulted in a specific type of cultural landscape, 
one which, although rooted in the Latvian traditional landscape, overlaid 
this with a landscape of ideology. The aftermath of the restitution of land 
and the dismantling of the collective system has resulted in widespread 
abandonment of land, mainly in the hillier areas with poorer soils, though 
nowhere is immune. The process of change also includes accelerated forest 
cutting and there are also the legacies of the collective farm system in the 
sets of derelict buildings that often dominate the village centres as well as 
the blocks of flats that seem so alien and urban in the countryside. These 
current processes have no volition of their own – they depend on political, 
social and economic drivers which are associated with the socio-economic 
conditions in the countryside. Thus it is not possible to explore the likely 
future landscapes without considering these factors.
The second objective is to explore the way that people from both rural and 
urban areas in Latvia view the changes taking place in the landscape and 
how these changes affect their sense of identity. From the social science 
research it is clear that on one level the countryside and its landscape have 
deep resonances for Latvians, connected with a sense of national identity, 
of home and of a sense of place –all in line with Place Theory and its un-
derlying theory, Personal Construct Theory. There is a traditional Latvian 
rural landscape that really does not exist but to which people still have an 
attachment – especially the older people. However, people are also realists 
and recognise and deplore the changes – land abandonment is a symbol 
of marginalisation and reduces the beauty of the landscape. It can also be 
seen as a sign of economic problems (Tahvanainen et al, 1998).  It is pos-
sible to see that the perceptions of the landscape vary between age groups, 
the younger people, who only know the recent landscape post-Soviet 
times identify with this. Other people, especially the older ones, consider 
the landscape worse now than in pre-Soviet times. In time therefore it is 
likely that the current landscape will start to be seen as typically Latvian 
as long as it still contains many of the main elements that were identified 
as being characteristic. The landscape most people identify with is not the 
large-scale pattern of fields and forest but the more domestic landscapes 
of traditional farmsteads and their associated features.   
The third objective is to explore the current and future likely social and 
economic setting of rural life in this changing landscape and how the 
social changes feedback into the processes of landscape change. From the 
social science research it is clear that while many people, urban as well as 
rural dwellers, wish to live in the countryside if they can – reflecting the 
strong place attachment, especially among those who spent their child-
hood in the countryside. However, while the physical environment has 
many positive qualities, the social and economic environment contains 
many barriers and some social groups such as the older people are to a 
greater or lesser extent socially excluded. Younger people are tending to 
leave in order to get access to higher education and skilled, better paid 
jobs. Access to services is one of the key requirements that people find 
important. Jobs in the countryside are not so important if people can live 
there but work in a town or other place. The research data were collected 
before Latvia joined the EU and before the international labour market 
opened up. Since then there has been a wave of migration to work in other 
countries. There is some evidence, however, that these migrants will be 
temporary and return home, sending the money they earn back as well, 
so that they can then use the capital to invest in homes or businesses. It 
seems less likely that the young people will return home from the towns 
and cities once they are settled there, though the pull of home and the place 
attachment many still feel is likely to keep them returning at weekends 
or holidays, perhaps using the family houses for this purpose. This may 
keep the houses in repair but will not maintain viable rural communities. 
Thus the trend for rural depopulation seems set to continue, leading to 
continuing marginalisation of land.
The final objective is to take a first look at the potential impact of EU 
agricultural support measures on the main drivers of landscape change. 
This is one of the main ways that the state aims not only to ensure that 
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marginal land is managed but also to provide a basic social safety net for 
smaller semi-subsistence farmers. The preliminary picture seems to be that 
those for whom the subsidies are mostly aimed at are not taking them 
up, for a number of reasons that are not yet clear owing to lack of data. 
Possibly this is due to problems in making applications by older, less-well 
educated landowners, for example, but it needs to be explored further. 
Clearly, the rural cultural landscape, while not a traditional Latvian one in 
many respects, has many positive aspects and strong connections with the 
Latvian people. Under the European Landscape Convention it is necessary 
for Latvia to undertake a number of measures to protect valuable land-
scapes. Some of the data on uptake and effect of the EU support measures 
came from Gauja National Park, suggesting that the land abandonment 
and associated problems can be found in the main protected landscape 
in Latvia, let alone all the rest of the countryside.
This thesis has delved quite deeply into a number of important areas 
and has thrown into relief the complexities of the issues about landscape 
change and landscape perception in Latvia. While rooted firmly in sound 
theory it uses a lot of empirical data. Some of the results are surprising, 
some are anticipated. The study reveals the richness and multi-layered 
aspects of the study of landscape, place and the relationship of people 
to their environment. The survey data reveals many important percep-
tions expressed by a wide range of people from many areas. Their views 
should be listened to and their concerns acted upon, because they know 
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KOKKUVÕTE
Läti taasiseseisvumine algatas maapiirkondades mitmed olulised põl-
lumajanduse, maaomandi ning sotsiaalsete ja majanduslike muutustega 
seotud protsessid. Praeguseid protsesse maastikus on oluline tõlgendada 
pika evolutsiooniahela kõige hiljutisemate osadena. Uurides muutusi, 
mis on maastikes aset leidnud 20. sajandi algusest tänaseni selgus, et 
Läti maastikud ei ole kaugeltki need, mis nad olid 100 aastat tagasi. 
Oma, äratuntava jälje, on jätnud Esimene Maailmasõda, Läti esimene 
iseseisvusperiood, Teine Maailmasõda ja Nõukogude okupatsioon ning 
kahtlemata on suurt mõju avaldanud taasiseseisvuse periood alates 1991. 
aastast ja Euroopa Liitu kuulumise aeg.
Käesoleval uurimustööl on mitmeid eespool mainitud teemadega haa-
kuvaid eesmärke:
Uurida Läti maastikes toimunud ja toimuvaid muutusi ning hinnata 1. 
maastikke, mis on kujunenud arenemis- ja muutumisprotsesside tu-
lemusel.
Selgitada välja millistena näevad Läti linna- ja maapiirkondade inimesed 2. 
maastikus toimuvaid muutusi ja kuidas antud muutused mõjutavad 
nende identiteeti. 
Uurida, milline on muutuva maastiku tingimustes maapiirkondade 3. 
sotsiaalne ja majanduslik olukord praegu, milliseks võib see kujuneda 
tulevikus ning kuidas mõjutavad sotsiaalsed muutused maastikke. 
Hinnata Euroopa Liidu põllumajandustoetuste mõju maastikele.4. 
Uurimustöö esimeses osas analüüsiti Vidzeme kõrgustiku maastiku 
struktuuris 20. sajandil toimunud ja 21. sajandil oodatavaid muutusi. 
20. sajandil suurenesid Vidzeme kõrgustiku metsaalad järk-järgult. See 
on seotud Läti majanduspoliitikaga 1930-ndatel aastatel, talunike maalt 
väljasaatmisega 1940-ndal aastal ja 1949-ndal aastal pärast Läti okupeer-
imist, väikeste kollektiivfarmide likvideerimisega, suurte Nõukogude 
Liidule iseloomulike ühismajandite asutamisega, talumaade kasutusele 
võtmisega ühismajandite poolt ning laiaulatusliku maaparandusega. Pärast 
1990-ndatel aastatel toimunud maareformi ja omandisuhete muutumist 
jäi Vidzeme kõrgustikul suur osa maast sööti või intensiivsest kasutusest 
kõrvale. Suure hulga põllumajandusmaade võsastumise tõttu maastiku 
struktuur muutus. Esialgu pidurdus maastike heterogeensuse suurenemine, 
hilisemas etapis võib see aga viia homogeense maastikumustri tekkimiseni. 
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Uuring analüüsib hetkel Vidzeme kõrgustiku piirkonna sotsiaalmajan-
duslikku situatsiooni ja selle mõju maastiku struktuurile.
Esimene osa kaudu jõuti uurimustöö teise etappi, mille käigus koguti Läti 
linna- ja maapiirkondade elanikelt (nii lätlased kui muulased) informat-
siooni nende suhetest maastikuga. Antud uurimisetapi eesmärkideks oli 
uurida erinevate maastikuelementide väärtust ja tähtsust Läti elanikele, 
seostada saadud sotsiaalset informatsiooni ettekujutustega maakasutuse 
muutustest ning mõista lätlaste ajaloolisi (eriti Nõukogude Liidu eelse 
esimese Läti Vabariigi aegseid) tõekspidamisi maastikust. Leiti, et on 
olemas kindlad maastiku võtmeelemendid, mida peetakse traditsiooniline 
Läti maastikule omaseks ja mis mängivad olulist osa lätlaste identitee-
di kujunemisel. Uuringu tulemustest selgus, et kuigi lätlastel on tugev 
tõmme traditsioonilise, maapiirkondadele omase maastiku poole on siiski 
terve rida sotsiaalmajanduslikke tegureid (eriti puudujäägid teenindavas 
sektoris maal), mis soodustavad maapiirkondadest väljarännet linnadesse 
ja teistesse riikidesse. Kui väljarände põhjuseks olevaid faktoreid ei püüta 
sotsiaalmajanduslike otsuste abil leevendada, siis allesjäänud inimeste, kes 
on peamiselt vanema generatsiooni esindajad, tähtsus väheneb, väljaränne 
piirkonnast suureneb ning kultuurmaastiku olukord halveneb veelgi.
Seoses Euroopa maastikukonventsiooni väljatöötamisega on mure kultuur-
maastike pärast viimasel ajal suurenenud kuna konventsioonile allakirju-
tanud riikidel lasub kohustus töötada välja kultuurmaastike majandamiseks 
ja kaitseks vajalikud tegevused. Endise Nõukogude Liidu liikmesriikides 
on maastik põllumajandusliku kollektiviseerimise ja selle järelmõju tõttu 
tugevalt muutunud. Maastiku muutuseid analüüsiti kuue Läti maapiir-
konna näitel (samad omavalitsusüksused, milles viidi läbi sotsiaalteaduslik 
uuring) kasutades 1901−1927 aastate kaarte (esindamaks traditsioonilist 
maastikku), 1997-2000 aastate ortofotosid (esindamaks Nõukogude aja 
järgset maastikku), Maastikukarter kirjeldati välitöödel. Leiti, et kõik 
uuritud alad on Nõukogude ajal läbi teinud märkimisväärsed maastiku-
lised muutused ning Nõukogude aja eelne, traditsioonilise maastik on 
vahetunud uue „ideoloogilise maastiku“ vastu. Küsimus, kas sääraste, 
okupeeriva võõrvõimu poolt loodud maastike kaitsmine ja säilitamine 
on vajalik, on üks paljudest, mis tekib kui mõelda milliseid maastikke 
ja maastikuelemente on tarvis Euroopa maastikukonventsiooni raames 
säilitada. 
Töö viimases osas uuriti millised muutused on toimunud Läti maastikes 
pärast 2004. aastat ja milline on olnud Euroopa Liidu maapiirkondade 
arendamise meetmete mõju maakasutuse muutustele, eelkõige maade 
kasutusest välja jätmise trendi pidurdamisele ja ümberpööramisele. Ole-
tati, et Läti põllumajandussüsteemi ühendamine Euroopa Liidu Ühtse 
põllumajanduspoliitikaga ja põllumajandustootjate suuremad võimalused 
toetustele vähendavad põldude söötijätmist ja suurendavad nende kasu-
tamist. See omakorda aitaks kaasa maastike mosaiiksuse suurenemisele, 
mis mitmekesistaks kultuurmaastikke ja suurendaks bioloogilist mitme-
kesisust. Neljas erinevas piirkonnas läbi viidud uuringud näitavad, et seni 
on põllumajandustoetuste mõju maakasutusele ja maastikele olnud väike. 
Esialgsed uuringu tulemuste põhjal võib öelda, et tegemist on pigem sot-
siaalsete kui maastikuliste faktoritega. Antud tõdemust tuleks arvestada 
põllumajanduspoliitika kujundamisel, et saavutada põllumajandusmajan-
dus toetustega laiemaid keskkonnakaitselisi eesmärke. 
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APPENDIX: QUESTIONNAIRE
This is the English version, the actual one was in Latvian and Russian
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ABSTRACT
The countryside of Europe is undergoing many social, economic and 
environmental changes as a result of de-population and agricultural 
land abandonment. This trend, driven in part by wide disparity of 
income levels between rural and urban inhabitants, is particularly 
evident in the Central and Eastern European c countries such 
as Latvia that joined the EU in 2004 and in 2007. Research was 
undertaken in Latvia in 2003, the year before it joined the EU to 
explore those trends as manifested in the relationship of people 
to the countryside using focus groups and a questionnaire survey. 
The results showed that although Latvians retain a strong regard 
for their traditional countryside landscape there is a range of socio-
economic barriers, especially the lack of services, which are some 
of the drivers of out-migration from the countryside to towns or to 
other countries. Unless these drivers are addressed in rural socio-
economic policy the remaining people, many of them the older 
generation, are likely to become increasingly marginalised while 
the countryside will continue to become abandoned and the cultural 
landscape will deteriorate further.
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INTRODUCTION
Since the late 1980s research into social exclusion in Europe has 
focused on urban areas where problems of low income, poor 
housing, unemployment and inequality of access to services are 
most obvious and concentrated (Atkinson, 2000; Musterd and 
Ostendorf, 1998). Much less research has been carried out on the 
issues facing rural dwellers, despite the fact that rural demography, 
especially since the collapse of the communist system some 16 
years ago, has been changing to the point that rural depopulation, 
accompanied by land abandonment has become a phenomenon 
right across Europe (MacDonald et al, 2000; Westhoek et al, 2006). 
 
What is clear from these demographic trends is that (mainly young) 
people leave the countryside to find work in towns and cities or to 
travel abroad to work, while the older people tend to remain behind 
(Ogg, 2005). Rural levels of income tend to be lower, access to 
services (transport, shopping, medical and social care) is usually 
more limited and the quality of housing is often poorer than in 
urban or suburban areas (European Commission Directorate-
General for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities, 
2005; Fahey et al., 2005). Conversely, the environment of rural 
areas may be better, being less polluted, with cleaner water, more 
nature (wildlife, natural habitats), less traffic, lower crime rates and 
a strong sense of community. People may also grow a proportion of 
their own food and be capable of self-reliance and self-sufficiency 
within a network of community support well into old age.  
 
As a result of these social and economic trends, together with other 
factors such as changes in land-ownership structures, the 
environment of rural areas is also undergoing significant change 
such as land abandonment, colonisation of fields by forest and a 
loss of traditional landscape elements. Within the frame of the 
European Landscape Convention (Council of Europe, 2004) 
signatory countries have undertaken to protect and conserve 
cultural landscapes, of which many rural areas are key examples. 
This can only be achieved if viable populations continue to live 
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there and manage the landscape, with or without national or EU 
support measures such as grants and subsidies. 
 
This paper explores the phenomenon of social change in rural 
Latvia, one of the three former Soviet countries to join the 
European Union in 2004, examining some of the reasons why 
people leave or stay in the countryside and the implications for the 
remaining residents, especially older people and for the changing 
countryside landscape. It presents a subset of data from a larger 
research project looking at landscape change in a broader context 
(Bell et al, 2007; Bell and Montarzino, 2007; Bell et al 2008).    
 
While the larger project concentrated on the landscape itself, what 
became clear from the data t be presented here is that it is the social 
and economic circumstances of rural residents that ultimately have 
an effect on future land us. However, while social and economic 
factors affect the landscape they have a much wider impact on rural 
society as a whole and on trends of migration, urbanisation and 
quality of life.  Therefore it is very important to be able to 
understand more deeply the driving forces and to try to be able to 
predict what are the main factors affecting the future of rural 
society of the CEE countries. Thus the paper focuses much more on 
the social aspects and leaves the landscape more as the context 
within which this occurs, while not ignoring the role that the 
physical environment plays in affecting people’s decisions to go or 
to stay, as wil become clear in the results and discussion. 
The context: CEE countries and rural demographic changes 
Right across Europe major demographic changes are taking place 
(Eurostats, 2006). The populations of some countries – mainly the 
former Eastern bloc or former Soviet countries (the so-called 
Central and Eastern European or CEE countries) - are in decline as 
a whole, e.g. Bulgaria by 5.9% annually and Latvia by 5.4%.  The 
western European countries are mainly experiencing an increase in 
population (e.g. the UK by 3.2%, Germany by 1.9%, Ireland by 





In terms of rural population, while the general picture over most of 
Europe is that of declining numbers, there is variation from region 
to region (Eurostats, 2006), with the rural population increasing in 
some places -  e.g. the UK, where this takes place through the 
process of counter-urbanisation, even if pockets of depopulation 
remain (Spencer, 1997; Stockdale, 2005).  
 
At the point at which those CEE countries joined the EU in 2004 
(with the exception of Bulgaria and Romania which joined in 2007) 
an assessment of the future prospects for their rural areas showed a 
complex pattern (IAMO, 2004). A cluster analysis of regions at the 
NUTS-2 and NUTS-3 levels (NUTS stands for the Nomenclature 
of Territorial Units for Statistics) identified three types of regions:  
Cluster A: Agrarian lowest income regions with a very high 
unemployment rate; 
Cluster B: Agrarian low income regions; and  
Cluster C: Average developed middle income regions with 
a high unemployment rate. 
 
The IAMO study showed that there are several main features that 
drive the patterns of income and employment, out-migration and 
the resulting depopulation.  
 
First, there is usually a broadly dual farm structure(Cristiou, 2005), 
with, on the one hand, a few very large and profitable enterprises 
on the other many very small-sized farms, of which the  land 
parcels may also be considered fragmented (Lerman et al., 2004; 
Lerman, 2000), run at a subsistence level or on a part-time basis. 
This leads to a situation of low incomes where capital stock – fixed 
assets and machinery - is usually old and of poor quality and it 
cannot be improved very easily due to a shortage of financial 
capital or credit availability, thus reducing income-generating 
potential even further. As a result, with the exception of Estonia 
and the Czech Republic, farmers earn less than the average urban 
worker.  
.  
In Latvia there is an enormous difference between farm and 
average worker income as well as levels of employment and GDP 
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per capita. GDP in Riga, the capital, has, in recent years, been 
nearly double that of Latgale, a remoter region in the east of the 
country, while unemployment in the latter has been, over recent 
years, three times higher than in Riga (Menshikov, 2002; Hazans, 
2003). In Poland, Latvia and Romania, there is also a problem of 
hidden unemployment, with low labour productivity. 
 
If people living in these impoverished rural areas (Cluster A and B 
regions) wish to improve their socio-economic well-being as well 
as to raise funds to invest in their farms, alternative employment is 
needed. Rural tourism is often seen as a major growth area with 
much potential but this depends on attractive landscapes and an 
infrastructure of accommodation and services, which in turn 
requires a viable population (Bell, 2003; Bell et al, 2007). 
 
Rural living standards in the CEE countries are well below those of 
the urban areas in the same states, especially capital cities. In 
Poland, for example, the ratio of income in the poorest and the 
richest regions for the year 2000 was 1:5.4 and in Latvia, 1:4.3. 
Since 2000 the economy of the capital of Latvia, Riga, has boomed, 
so it is to be expected that this ratio has increased. Moreover, 
judging by the level of GDP per capita of the pre-2004 enlargement 
EU-15 countries, in some areas of Latvia, Romania and Bulgaria, 
people were living in extreme poverty. 
 
Drivers of internal and external migration 
The picture regarding out-migration in CEE countries is a complex 
one. While countries such as Hungary and Bulgaria actually 
register net in-migration, since 2004 there has also been a massive 
increase in out-migration, mostly to countries such as the UK,  
Ireland and the USA (Robila, 2007). Such drivers are complex and 
depend on a balance of so-called “push and pull” factors (OECD, 
2007; Schoorl et al, 2000) such as unemployment in the home 
region or country, income differences between regions and 
countries, job availability in host regions or countries, educational 
opportunities, family ties, the presence of groups from the same 
country in a host country supplying contacts and a social network, 




In Latvia – as a result of it being one of the poorest countries in the 
EU after Romania and Bulgaria – the case is extreme, with some 50 
000 people (out of a population of some 2.3 million) reported to be 
working abroad, mainly in Ireland in 2007. Firm current statistics 
on this are hard to obtain and are unreliable, so for a general picture 
it is necessary to rely on reputable news media at the present time. 
According to news reports, in some of the remotest and most rural 
regions of Latvia – such as Latgale in the east “Some villages there 
have found themselves home only to grandparents and 
grandchildren, as almost everyone of working age has left” (BBC, 
2006). It is currently predicted that most of these people will not be 
permanent migrants, eventually returning to their communities. 
These out-migrants bring home much needed money and would be 
able to start making investments into their farms. However, those 
involved in internal urban-rural migration, in particular, those who 
leave the countryside for the capital city Riga, are less likely to 
return home to their original villages.  
 
Another way of increasing income is by commuting from the rural 
areas to the towns where there is more work. This has been a 
feature for some time in CEE countries as well as other parts of 
Europe. It depends on what is perceived as the marginal 
commuting distance from an employment centre, so that some 
areas may be too far away for realistic daily commuting (Barker 
and Connolly, 2006) However, not only are roads in many areas in 
poor condition but the cost of cars and petrol is also relatively 
higher than in western Europe. In Latvia, for example, the cost of 
petrol is 66% of the cost in the UK but incomes are only about 40% 
of those in the UK, thus making commuting very expensive. 
Moreover, while bus fares are still cheap, the bus networks are 
limited, particularly in regions where settlements are widely 
dispersed around the countryside. Young, male workers are more 
likely than young, female workers to commute, owing to the 
latter’s family and domestic commitments.  
 
It may be relevant to note that rural infrastructure tends to be in a 
poor condition in most of the CEE countries. By this is meant the 
physical, social, financial and market structures. While the physical 
infrastructure of roads, houses and public buildings has deteriorated 
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(Nikodemus et al., 2005), the situation in other ways has become a 
vicious cycle whereby, as younger people leave and a region 
becomes depopulated, it is more difficult to maintain or improve 
services, especially where social infrastructure (such as hospital or 
health clinic provision) needs to be centralised to be able to 
modernise it (IAMO, 2004).  
 
How the factors outlined above impact on the future of the 
countryside, socially, economically and environmentally, is the 
subject of a study carried out in Latvia. The research questions 
addressed in this paper are as follows: 
 
1. What are the main factors that affect whether people will 
live or continue to live in the countryside?  
2. How attached are people to the countryside landscape and 
how do those attachments affect their actions and 
perceptions? 
3. What are the likely prognoses for the future of the 
countryside, socially, economically and environmentally? 
 
Background and context to the research 
Latvia is one of  three small countries lying on the south-eastern 
shore of the Baltic Sea. It has a surface area of 64.5 thousand 
square kilometres, thus lying, in terms of size, between Ireland 
(70.2) and the Netherlands (41.5). With a population just under 2.3 
million (Latvian Bureau of Statistics, 2006), which declined by 
nearly 5% in 2005 alone, Latvia has a population density of 37 
persons per square kilometre. This density is nearly half that of 
Ireland (57 per square kilometre) and ten times less dense than the 
Netherlands (397 per square kilometre).  
 
Of the population, 67.9% are urban and 32.1% are rural dwellers 
(Ministry of Agriculture, 2002). This is a highly rural proportion by 
western European standards and the country remains very rural, 
with some 40% of the land being forest, a proportion that is 
increasing as a result of land abandonment. Fifty-eight% of the 
population are ethnic Latvians, the majority of the non-Latvians 
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being Russian, Belorussian and Ukrainian and living in the towns 
and cities (Latvian Bureau of Statistics, 2006). Current estimates 
put 15% of the labour force working in agriculture and forestry 
(compared with 8% in Ireland and 2.2% in the Netherlands). Some 
700,000 or 29% of the population live in Riga, the capital, further 
reducing the average population density per square kilometre. 
 
The character of the countryside varies greatly in the terrain, soil 
types, proportion of forest to farmland and therefore, settlement 
patterns and economic potential (Melb rde et al, 2002).  
The more hilly areas are a landscape mosaic of forest and farmland 
with poorer soils, smaller farms and much abandoned or surplus 
land (the area of land abandoned between 1990-2005 is estimated 
to be 350-400,000 hectares (Ministry of the Environment, 2006); a 
report by the UN (Shvangiradze et al., 2000) estimates that by 2020 
there will be 600,000 hectares of abandoned land in Latvia). 
 
To find the elements that have defined the society, economics and 
landscape character of the countryside, it is necessary to go back to 
the Soviet era and to examine what happened after independence 
was regained. During Soviet times, all land was nationalised and 
farms were managed as collectives (kollektivnoe khoziaistvo or 
kolkhoz), with large-scale mono-cultural production (Melluma, 
1994). After regaining independence, the land was handed back to 
the previous owners or their descendants, many of whom lived in 
other countries following earlier exile, away from the land in towns 
and cities or were not interested in farming, leading to the 
abandonment of many properties. People also became free to leave 
the collective farms to which they had previously been tied, so that 
the population and economic structure of the countryside changed. 
In agriculturally more marginal areas, such as the Vidzeme or 
Latgale uplands, where soils are less fertile, the rate of 
abandonment and forest colonisation has been greatest while the 




The type of farm settlement and housing structure as well as 
migration patterns and employment has an impact on rural living 
conditions, social structure and quality of life (Deller et al, 2001; 
Kinsella et al, 2000; van der Ploeg et al, 2000). Traditionally, the 
prevalent farm settlement type in Latvia was one of dispersed 
farmsteads with no concentrated village centre. Following the 
incorporation of Latvia into the Soviet Union and the 
collectivisation of the farmland, populations were concentrated into 
blocks of flats in what became village centres (L se and Jakobsone, 
1990; Grave and L se, 1990). This has resulted in a population still 
living either in these flats which were often of a poor construction 
quality or in the houses they have regained following land 
restitution but which are also in a poor state of repair and lacking 
modern services (Figs. 1a and b). 
 
Figure 1a A Soviet Era block of flats in a village in central Latvia 




During the 1990s, Latvian agriculture experienced profound 
changes following independence in 1991, particularly concerning 
land tenure and ownership (i.e. land reform) and the redistribution 
of non-land assets of collective farms to private farmers (Busmanis, 
2001). In a working paper for FAO, Rolls (2001) points out that in 
Latvia, 95% of the agricultural production area was reported to be 
in private ownership, while at least half of the private farms lease 
the land to other farmers. 
The accession of Latvia to the EU in 2004 also had a profound 
impact on the country. According to the World Bank, Latvia has 
recorded a considerable economic growth with a real GDP growth 
(10.2% in 2005 although declining during 2007-08), driven mainly 
by robust domestic demand. Although, according to the same 
source, unemployment in Latvia has been declining, 16% of the 
population lives in poverty, with income disparities as one of the 
main reasons for significant labour out-migration following EU 
accession (World Bank, 2006).  
The research 
The theoretical structure for the research was constructed around 
three key concepts: Canter’s theory of place, Kelly’s personal 
construct theory and facet theory.  Canter’s (1977) theory of place 
relies on the concept of ‘behaviour settings’ which Barker (1968) 
described as bounded patterns of human and nonhuman activity. 
This theory has been revised and further developed by Wicker 
(1979), who described behaviour settings as social constructs 
developed over time. Canter (1977; 1997) was inspired by both the 
theory of behaviour settings and phenomenology to develop his 
"psychology of place".  In Canter's terms, place is seen as a product 
of physical attributes, human conceptions, and activities. Canter’s 
theory of place has been applied in a number of projects looking at 
rural communities in Scotland to assess their social, economic and 
environmental interactions (Ward Thompson and Scott Myers, 
2003; Ward Thompson et al, 2004; Bell, 2004). Those studies have 
shown that when people talk about their lives, their perceptions, the 
physical environment of the place where they live and the activities 
they undertake, they are not talking about separate elements but of 
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elements bound in an interactive unit. Thus, theory of place permits 
the researcher to structure the research field around three attributes: 
physical environment, activities and perceptions, with the aim of 
disentangling the relationships amongst the attributes. For example, 
when the research deals with an attribute of the physical 
environment such as the changing landscape, the interactions 
between activities and perceptions with the landscape can be 
explored.  
 
Underlying the theory of place is Kelly’s personal construct theory 
(Kelly, 1955). In this, people constantly take new experiences and 
try to organise them into an existing structure based on past 
experience. The past experience becomes the lens though which 
new experiences are processed and interpreted. People look at these 
experiences in terms of similarities and differences and also in 
terms of significance to them and to others, based on perceptions 
mediated by their personal constructs. Such constructs may also be 
shared by social groups. Thus, the data extracted from focus group 
discussions or questionnaires can be evaluated in terms of how 
these constructs are assembled and to whom they belong. Since 
people make decisions based on perceptions of what they believe to 
be a given situation, personal or group constructs become 
important. A sense of national identity is an example of a personal 
construct held by a group as is the sense of belonging to a 
particular village or location. Therefore, all results from any social 
science research based on asking people about their lives and future 
intentions must be seen through the lens of personal construct 
theory. Canter’s theory of place allows the organisation of major 
factors that make up such constructs to be identified and made 
explicit, thus enabling the drivers of behaviour or perception to be 
identified amongst and between groups and individuals. 
   
Research methods 
The research was developed and organised using “Facet Theory” 
(Shye et al, 1994; Borg and Shye, 1995) which facilitates the 
explicit structuring of the central issues in the research and their 
relationships to one another. The methodology proceeded in a 
series of stages following the definition of the research questions. 
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The approach involved the use of qualitative research, through the 
use of focus groups, as a means of uncovering the key issues 
associated with the research questions. These key issues were, 
however, not those of the researchers but of the people being 
studied. This avoids the preconceptions of the researchers affecting 
the data gathering. While the literature review may help to identify 
important areas to be covered by the research, under the tenets of 
the theories described above, it is important that social science 
research is, to some extent, “user-led” in order to identify the major 
elements that contribute to the personal or group constructs and 
which relate to the physical environment, activities and 
perceptions.  
 
As well as providing valuable data, the focus group analysis 
provides a route to the development of the content of a 
questionnaire used to collect quantitative data. The questions (or 
statements) can be derived from the analysis of the focus groups, 
classified into the three categories of physical environment, 
activities and perceptions. As well as creating a set of statements 
that are relevant to the specific research questions, this approach 
enables the results of the quantitative analysis to be embedded in 
the context provided by the qualitative research. 
Focus groups 
Five focus groups were held to collect data for the qualitative stage 
of the research. The groups were organised so as broadly to reflect 
the regional differences in landscape, population and settlement 
and to represent the differences between rural and city dwellers. 
Three of the groups took place in rural areas:  Jaungulbenes pagasts 
(a pagasts is a rural municipality – masculine singular nouns in 
Latvian end in “s”) in the region known as Vidzeme in central 
Latvia; Kaplavas pagasts in Latgale, the south-eastern portion of 
the country; Gudenieku pagasts in Kurzeme in the west. Two focus 
groups were also held in the capital, Riga – one was of master 
students at the university, another of an old people’s club. In total, 
46 people took part in the groups – 30 women and 16 men. The 
groups were set up using local contacts in the pagasts 
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administrations or through social organisations. This is normal 
practice to get a group of people for such a purpose. At this stage, a 
representative sample is not necessary. 
 
The discussions were semi-structured and based on a 
predetermined set of eight starter questions defined by the 
researchers but deliberately phrased as broadly as possible in order 
to encourage a discussion that would lead to the emergence of 
different opinions and the raising of different issues: 
 
1. What do you understand by the notion of “countryside”? 
2. What do you understand as the difference between “the Latvian 
landscape” and “the landscape of Latvia”? 
3. How do you evaluate the present landscape compared with that 
of the Soviet era or the pre-war first Latvian Republic times? 
4. What do you think of the visual appearance of fields that have 
become overgrown? 
5. What do you think is the EU financial support needed for 
conserving the countryside, including afforestation of abandoned 
agricultural lands, grazing or mowing overgrown meadows? 
6. Should land in Latvia be sold to foreigners to tidy up the 
landscape? 
7. What do you imagine the countryside to be like in the future? 
8. Do you feel like you are living in a marginal area? (Only applied 
to the residents of the rural pagasts.)
The discussions were allowed to run freely and lasted between 55 
minutes and 1 hour 20 minutes. Some of the questions triggered a 
lively discussion that was wide-ranging and met the aspirations of 
the research to uncover a range of significant issues. Many were 
common to all groups, while some resulted in more discussion in 
some locations than others. The discussions were recorded, 
transcribed and their content was analysed to identify common 
themes as well as regional differences and the results were used to 







The questionnaire was structured according to Facet theory, with 
the core questions (or statements) framed as personal constructs of 
physical environment, activities and perceptions. Respondents were 
asked to rate each question along a 7-point Likert scale, ranging 
from “Strongly agree” to “Strongly disagree”. Some sections were 
included for respondents to note down words that they associated 
with the Latvian countryside. The questionnaire was produced in 
Latvian and Russian in order to collect data from the two main 
language/cultural groups in the country. As well as the questions, a 
set of demographic data was also collected, including gender, age, 
educational level, employment, family background (whether 
Latvian or not), birthplace (in Latvia or not) and whether the 
respondent had spent his/her childhood in the countryside. The data 
were collected in six pagasts distributed across each region in order 
to pick up any variations between them – Dzerbene and 
Vecpiebalga in Vidzeme, Nautreni in Latgale, Vecsaule in Zemgale 
and Bartas and Priekule in Kurzeme. Urban centres sampled were 
Riga, Kuldiga in Kurzeme (a very Latvian town) and Rezekne in 
Latgale, with a high proportion of Russians in the population. The 
questionnaire data was collected using a stratified random sample. 
Additional stratification was by age and gender, so that the analysis 
would be able to explore some of what were expected to be key 
differences in views among the population. The questionnaires 
were completed during a face-to-face interview.  The target was 50 
completed questionnaires from each location (nine in all). In total, 
after checking and removing incorrectly completed questionnaires, 
435 were entered into the database for analysis.  This is a large 
sample, with adequate numbers for each location to allow for 
comparison between locations. 
 
The initial analysis explored differences in the data using Kruskall 
Wallis and Mann-Whitney U tests. This was followed by factor 
analysis which examines associations between the items of the 
questionnaire. Finally, regression analysis was used in order to 
predict the main factors that affect people’s desire to live in the 






This section concentrates on those aspects of the focus groups that 
are relevant to the research questions in this paper. The focus group 
participants were generally rather pessimistic about the future and 
were worried by the perceived trend that the younger generations 
were moving away from the countryside. This did not necessarily 
imply a rejection of the rural way of living but seemed to be related 
to factors such as the availability of services and job opportunities. 
When the student discussion group were asked if they would like to 
live in the country and take up farming, they answered in the 
negative. They did not mind living in the country, but they would 
rather work in Riga or in a nearby town. Some interviewees would 
be happy to live in the countryside on the condition that it had a 
good infrastructure and their job was not far away. 
 
Several interviewees from the countryside stated that they did not 
see any prospects for the future therefore they had no idea what to 
do. Some interviewees from the Jaungulbene focus group 
expressed the view that in the future, agriculture will be restricted 
to big farms as the only profitable form of production. 
 
Perceptions of the landscape are associated with traditions, family 
ties, patriotism, social networks, economic well-being and life 
experiences. The focus group participants articulated an image of 
the traditional or archetypal Latvian landscape as being that of a 
farmstead with thatched roofs set in an orchard with hay fields and 
a bathhouse, not far from the forest edge. Oak and lime trees, a 
pond, storks nesting and hay cocks in the fields set off this bucolic 
scene. The role of these elements in helping to form a sense of 
Latvian identity is discussed elsewhere (Bell, 2008). They noted 
how this contrasts with the apparent realities of the landscape 
where there are abandoned fields turning to scrub, dilapidated 
buildings, derelict remains of the collective farms and too heavy 




Many people have aspirations to remain in the countryside for the 
positive values of clean air, peacefulness, fresh water, strong 
community connections and family roots, but only as long as they 
do not have to work there and can have the same level of services 
as their urban counterparts. 
 
The results of the focus groups show a complex relationship 
between people and place, with economic realities appearing to 
provide significant push factors leading to out-migration, especially 
of the younger and better educated people such as the student 
group, even if most of them stay in Riga. There is a strong identity 
with the place but this seems to be associated with a romanticised 
view of the traditional landscape rather than the present reality. 
 
The questionnaire 
The results for the questionnaire fall into two sections. The first 
deals with the words interviewees were asked to provide (up to ten) 
that came to mind when they thought of the Latvian countryside. 
This revealed a very strong dichotomy in their perceptions (Table 
1). On the one hand, there were very positive views of the 
countryside in general, especially the physical environment; 
furthermore, those of the townspeople (which included a non-
Latvian proportion) showed a marked nostalgia for an idyllic rural 
landscape. On the other hand, there was also an association of the 
countryside with negative social and physical factors, such as 
unemployment, poverty, hard work and alcoholism. There was no 
prompting for these words and the choice demonstrates the 
relevance of the theory of place, where the mix of words about the 




Table 1  Words used to describe the Latvian countryside: 
simplified lists divided into positive and negative words 
 
Positive words Negative words 
Diverse, beautiful nature 
Untouched, pure environment 




Warbling of birds. 
Forests. 
 
Uncultivated, abandoned fields. 
Felled forests. 






Flow of youth from country to 
town 
One of the key factors that affect the perception of the landscape 
and seem to account for much of the nostalgic feelings expressed in 
the findings is the time spent in the countryside as a child. Nearly 
82% of the interviewees now living in the towns and cities (Fig. 2) 
grew up in or visited the countryside as children. This highlights 
the character of the population, many people having only relatively 
recently become urban dwellers, and it has a marked effect on the 
idea of what the countryside is or should be, as well as accounting 
for much of the association with the sense of Latvian identity. As 
will become clear from the analysis below, this turns out to be a 





Figure 2. The proportions of the urban population who spent all or 
part or all of their childhood in the countryside. 
 
The social and economic aspects of living in the countryside 
The important social and economic questions about continuing to 
live in the countryside form the basis for the exploration of the 
motivations to stay or leave the countryside. These related to four 
statements in the questionnaire, developed from the issues raised in 
the focus groups. The statements were phrased slightly differently 
for rural dwellers who already live in the countryside and for urban 
dwellers who may wish to do so: 
 
“I will (continue to) live in the countryside” 
“I will (continue to) live in the countryside if more services are 
available” 
“I will (continue to) live in the countryside if there is employment 
available” 
 “I would like to bring up my children in the countryside” 
 
The first section of the results’ analysis examines the questionnaire 
responses to the four questions, focussing on those demographic 
aspects which emerged as significant from the Kruskall-Wallis test.  
 
“I will (continue to) live in the countryside” 
This is a simple statement about preference. The rural dwellers 
especially tend to agree with the statement quite strongly, as might 
be expected. This might be seen as a way of identifying those who 
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are country people at heart and who will make certain sacrifices in 
material standards of living in order to continue to live in the 
countryside. However, it is interesting that some urban dwellers 
also intend to live there. The next questions show what the 
circumstances for a return might be. 
 
The variations according to age present a strong pattern. When the 
urban dwellers are excluded, it is possible to see the intentions of 
those who live there at present (Fig. 3). In this case, the younger 
age groups are far less interested in living in the countryside than 
the older age groups. The mid-age range sample shows more mixed 
views, some wanting to stay in the countryside, others wanting to 
leave. This reflects findings by Nikodemus et al (2004) where a 
similar set of attitudes was found to be the case. 
“I will (continue to) live in the countryside if more services are 
available”
There was a clear preference among current rural dwellers for 
continuing to live in the countryside if services are available, 
Figure 3. The proportion of different age groups of rural 




suggesting that the lack of services in some areas is a major 
problem. Services include shops, public transport, schools and 
medical facilities, postal services and so on (Fig. 4). This list is 
similar to the situation found in rural locations in other countries 
(Bell, 2003; Bell et al, 2007). 
The pattern varies by age, with more people in the older age groups 
tending to agree and fewer in the younger groups, although the mix 
of rural and urban dwellers in the sample (Fig. 5) distorts this 
pattern. This pattern could be related to the preferences of younger 
people to leave to go to cities or to work abroad. It also flags up the 
issue of the older people who want to continue to live there and for 
whom medical and social services are particularly important, as 
well as transport. 
 
Figure 4. The degrees of preference of rural dwellers for continuing 
to live in the countryside if services are available 
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“I will (continue to) live in the countryside if there is employment 
available”
The response to this statement also shows a definite pattern, 
especially between urban and rural dwellers (Fig. 6). The question 
of employment seems not to be a decisive factor as to why people 
live in towns or cities as opposed to the countryside, but it is a 
factor affecting whether rural dwellers can continue to live there 
and as to whether people currently living in towns would wish to 
move back to the countryside. Clearly, people need an income. The 
question is then whether they actually work in the countryside or 
commute to towns for work, their choice depending on where they 
live and the degree of remoteness and distance from potential 
employers. 
Figure 5: The pattern of different age groups and their 
preferences for continuing to live in the countryside if services 
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The pattern amongst different age groups is also interesting. With 
the sample aggregated into those under 20 years of age, those from 
20 to 59 and those over 60, a clearer trend emerges (Fig. 7). For the 
younger age groups, especially teenagers and young adults, even 
the presence of jobs does not seem to make living in the 
countryside especially attractive when compared with the 
population aged over 20, although this pattern is more pronounced 
among the urban dwellers than among the rural population. More 
urban than rural people in all age groups consider that not even the 
presence of jobs makes the countryside attractive. The important 
groups are those between 20 and 59 who are of working age while 
the younger people are mainly in education. The older people 
include the retired and those who keep working on their small 
farms until they are not capable of doing so for health reasons. 
Figure 6. The degree of preference for continuing to live in the 
countryside if there is employment available, split between rural 
and urban dwellers
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Figure 7. The preferences for continuing to live in the countryside 
if there are jobs available split by broad age groups. 
 
Interestingly, the availability of more services would appear to 
make the countryside more attractive for both urban and rural 
dwellers than the availability of jobs. This may be affected by the 
improved life of those who live in the countryside – or who would 
like to return/move there – when services are good, even if they 
need or would prefer to commute to a town for a better job. This 
may also be connected with seeing services as more important in 
reducing feelings of isolation and being cut off from the rest of 




“I would like to bring up my children in the countryside” 
The main variability in agreement with this question comes from 
the way in which the respondents were brought up themselves – 
those who spent all their childhood in the countryside, regardless of 
where they live now, show a much higher level of preference than 
those who did not or only spent a part of their childhood there. It 
could be inferred that being brought up in a place has a major 
influence on how adults subsequently see it, even if they 
experienced harder times compared with urban dwellers. Spending 
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part of the time – perhaps on holiday or moving away to a town at 
some point during childhood - seems not to engender the same 
emotional association and a degree of place attachment (Fig. 8).  
Figure 8. The proportions of those who would like to bring up their 
children in the countryside, related to where they were raised 
themselves. 
 
The level of education of the respondents also shows some 
differences in preference (Fig. 9). Interestingly, it is those with the 
highest level of education that seem more willing to raise their 
children in the countryside. Furthermore, this applies equally to 
both urban and rural people. However, for all the other levels of 
education there is a clear difference between the urban and rural 
populations. Those who already live in the countryside seem more 
inclined to bring up their children there than the urban population. 
There are no noteworthy gender differences in relation to this 
variable, women being as likely as men to agree or disagree in their 
willingness to bring up the children in the country. 
 219 
Figure 9. The pattern of preferences of urban and rural populations 
for bringing up children in the countryside, related to their level of 
education 
The next part of the analysis takes the questions and starts to 
examine the deeper interactions between them and a range of 
demographic variables (gender was excluded as it was not 
significant). The starting point was the first question looking at the 
evidence that people had a desire to live, or continue to live, in the 
countryside. Using the questionnaire responses’ analysis to this 
question was approached in three ways – by tests of difference, 
factor analysis and regression analysis. 
 
a) Demographic variables and tests of difference – the 7-point 
Likert scale ‘I wish to (continue to) live in the countryside’ was 
converted into a binary variable reflecting those agreeing or 
disagreeing with the proposition. This binary variable was then 
used as a grouping variable to discover which other 
demographic or questionnaire items discriminated between its 















The Mann-Whitney U tests in Table 2 show that all the 
demographic variables, with the exception of education, 
discriminate significantly on the target Likert scale. In other 
words, those with a family background, birthplace or childhood 
in Latvia are more likely to agree with the statement. It is the 
rural, older and employed groups agreeing with the statement 
more than the urban, younger and 
unemployed/retired/homemaker groups. 
 
b) Questionnaire items and factor analysis - the Likert scales of 
the entire questionnaire (of which a limited sub-set is the 
subject of this paper) were factor analysed. This is an 
appropriate analysis for attitudinal judgements. The 
appropriateness of the analysis met the criteria of the 
determinant =0.09; Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin =0.74; nonredundant 
residuals<50%. The analysis produced nine factor components 
meeting the eigen criterion of 1.0 and accounting for 56% of 
the variance in the data. Following a varimax rotation, the 
components were identified. These were related to continuing 
to live in the countryside; Latvian connections with the 
countryside; agricultural interventions; maintenance from 
landowners; tourism; nostalgia for past landscapes; forestry; 
economic support from the EU. The ninth factor was dropped 
on grounds of being a single variable factor. The first group of 
factors are those under investigation in this paper. It is 
interesting to note that the following questions were loaded 
(and therefore significantly correlated) with the key research 
question about the desire to live in the countryside. These were, 
in rank order of correlation: 
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1. I will (continue to) live in countryside if more services 
are available 
 2. I will (continue to) live in countryside if more jobs are 
available 
3. I would like to bring up my children in the countryside 
c) Regression analysis – Table 2 shows that the most significant 
discriminator of the question about living (or continuing to) live 
in the countryside is whether someone lives in an urban or rural 
area. As a consequence, two separate regressions were run – 
one for urban and one for rural dwellers.  
 
One immediate issue for rural dwellers was the distribution of 
respondents agreeing or disagreeing with the questionnaire 
statement. This distribution had almost 90% of respondents 
wishing to continue to live in the countryside with only 29 
respondents disagreeing. This extreme skewness compromises 
the classification rates from regression. However, significant 
predictors are noted. Firstly, binary logistic regression was run 
in two blocked stages. In the first block, demographic variables 
significantly discriminating on the target research question 
(living in the countryside) were placed in block 1 of the 
regression. Then in block 2, the questionnaire items which were 
significantly associated with the target variable from factor 
analysis were added. 
 
The first block produced a significant difference from the 
baseline Chi Square= 41.7, df=11, p<0.001. Results showed 
that within the demographic variables, childhood experience 
was the only variable which was just significant at p=0.05. For 
the second block, Chi Square =50, df=3, p<.001. With the 
inclusion of the questionnaire items, the overall classification 
accuracy improved to 92%. Here the significant predictors in 
the total model were questionnaire items on the need for 
services and jobs in the countryside.  
 
Results from the urban dwellers were more balanced and the 




Table 3  Variables predicting the desire to live in the countryside  




































The first block produced a significant difference from baseline Chi 
Square=29.2, df=10, p<.001. For the second block, Chi Square = 
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55.3, df=3, p<0.001. Significant predictors in block 1 were all 
related to background p=0.003. With the inclusion of the 
questionnaire items the overall classification improved to 86%. In 
the total model, the significant predictors were background and 
questionnaire items on employment and the desire to bring up 
children in the countryside. Note that for the urban dwellers, the 
question on services in the countryside was not significant. 
As a check on multicollinearity, the collinearity diagnostics showed 
no evidence of this, with no variable reaching the variance inflation 
factor criterion of 10 in either of the two regressions. (However, it 
should be noted that questions which are similar in wording to the 
target question are likely to elicit similar responses so the strong 
prediction from these items in block 2 is not surprising.) 
 
An exploratory regression using SPSS answer-tree analysis and 
CART (Classification and Regression Tree) was carried out. The 
latter adds further information to conventional regression by 
indicating an optimal sequence and cut-off point for the predictor 
variables.  
The answer tree for urban dwellers and their demographic variables 
is shown in Fig 10 below. 
  
 
Figure 10 Answertree based on the first block of 
regression for urban inhabitants 
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The answer tree has an overall classification accuracy of 75% with 
an error rate se= 3%. The tree shows the most important predictor 
on living in the countryside to be family background. The second 
best discriminator at this first junction in the tree is childhood 
experience. The numbers here are highly skewed to category 1, 
with only 29 respondents in the smaller group so the high 
classification rate 92%, as in logistic regression, is somewhat 
misleading. 
 
Finally, the two trees for the questionnaire responses in block two 
of the regressions are shown (Figs 11 and 12). Firstly, the tree for 
urban dwellers has at the top of the tree, bringing up children as the 
main predictor, closely followed by the need for jobs (Fig 13). The 
classification rate is high at 85% with an se of 3%.  
 
 
Figure 11 Answertree based on the second block of regression for 
rural inhabitants 
 
The similar tree for the rural dwellers has the provision of services 
at the top of the tree with the question on bringing up children in a 




skewed distribution inflated the classification rate. With 




Figure 12 Answertree based on the second block 






The first research question deals with the main factors that affect 
whether people will continue to live in the countryside. These were 
identified in the focus groups as being mainly the availability of 
jobs and services but the questionnaire survey revealed a more 
complex picture. This can be summarised as follows: 
 
On the question of living (or continuing to live) in the 
countryside, there is much greater agreement by rural than 
urban inhabitants. 
On the two questions of living (or continuing to) live in the 
countryside if there are services and jobs available, there is 
more agreement by rural than urban people and less 
agreement by younger than older people. Of the two 
questions, services are more important than jobs (also see 
below). 
On the question of bringing children up in the countryside, 
there is much greater agreement by those who were brought 
up there themselves and by those with higher levels of 
education. 
By combining all demographics and looking for a broader 
pattern of significance, all the variables are significant 
except for education. 
The regressions showed some clear patterns between urban 
and rural inhabitants: 
o For rural inhabitants, the predictors of continuing to 
live in the countryside are services and jobs, in that 
order (bearing out the earlier analysis). 
o For urban inhabitants living in the countryside (and 
presumably therefore returning there), the predictors 
are firstly, family background (i.e. being Latvian) 
followed by employment and then the desire to 
bring up children in the countryside. Services are 
not a predictor. 
The answer trees show a slightly different picture: 
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o In the first set from block one of the regression, for 
the urban sample, family background is the first 
predictor followed by childhood experience (i.e. 
being Latvian and brought up in the countryside) 
while for the rural inhabitants, it is simply 
employment. 
o In the second set of answer trees (block two of the 
regression), for the urban dwellers, it is the desire to 
bring up children followed by the childhood 
experience while for the rural people, the provision 
of services is the main predictor. 
 
Although services appear in the research to be more important than 
jobs for rural inhabitants, the data show that jobs still play an 
important overall role in whether people continue to live in the 
countryside, move to urban areas or even work abroad. The 
massive increase in travel abroad to find work has been a 
phenomenon that started once Latvia joined the EU in 2004, after 
the research findings were collected. This trend bears out the 
perceptions and attitudes about unemployment and the desire to 
escape from a marginalised existence. Depending on how long this 
trend for overseas work continues, it also has implications for the 
people left behind, such as the old, retired and the children. In 
many ways, the wave of out-migration has been exactly what 
would be expected from the data.  
 
The research findings are typical of people in other rural areas. In a 
study by Bell (2003), similar issues were raised of people wanting 
to continue to live in the Scottish countryside but finding that the 
lack of services to be a major obstacle to enjoying an adequate 
quality of life, even when income was not high but at least enough 
on which to survive.  
 
Some of the urban population clearly still feel a strong attraction to 
the countryside because they would like to live there. Jobs and 
services are important for that. Bringing up children also seems to 
226 227
 228 
be a strong desire. Those of a Latvian background who were 
themselves raised in the countryside are most likely to wish to do 
so. This suggests that some of the people who have moved to the 
cities or towns, especially those starting a family, may decide to 
move back so as to give their children an attractive environment, as 
long as their job situation is no worse off, which may mean having 
to commute. 
 
Looking at the social and economic aspects, picked up by the 
words used to describe the countryside, some of the negative 
factors such as the association with alcoholism may reveal aspects 
of the stress that is involved in surviving in a remote area with low 
income and a poor standard of living. This could be related to the 
facts noted in the introduction of the wide gap in income levels 
between Riga and the countryside (Hazans, 2003) and the 
disproportionate cost of fuel in Latvia that makes transport so 
expensive. It is not possible to be categorical about these inferences 
from the data but they point the way to further explorations. 
 
The studies about the drivers of migration show that the balance 
between push and pull factors is significant. If the Latvian 
economy continues to grow relatively strongly, the wage 
differences between Latvia and the host countries such as the UK 
or Ireland will decrease relatively quickly so that the importance of 
this as the main reason for Latvians to work abroad will decrease. 
There is evidence of this beginning to happen in the case of the 
larger Polish migration flows. If employment opportunities also 
increase in the regions, especially for educated people, the pull 
factor of the Riga economy and job market may also reduce. This 
still leaves the issues of commuting to towns where these jobs for 
educated people are likely to be located and the services available 
in the countryside as other factors to overcome.  
Commuting requires the use of a car for many people in areas 
where public transport is inadequate. Increases in fuel costs may 
reduce the effective commuting radius around the towns and cities. 
Thus, people may live prefer to live in countryside areas within 
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commuting range and less so in remoter locations. If bus services 
were to improve, the commuting range may increase in some 
places, although buses often take longer to cover the same distance. 
Another factor affecting commuting is the quality of the roads, 
which in Latvia have been in a bad condition, especially difficult in 
winter. Recent grants of EU structural funds include a large 
element for infrastructure improvements (Government of Latvia, 
2005) which bring some further areas within the commuting range 
of regional centres. 
 
The role of services proves to be important. Most of these are likely 
to be located in towns where economies of scale and the need to 
centralise services results in consolidation of services to regional 
centres. Shopping, financial services, medical care, entertainment 
and other services will also tend to attract younger, educated 
people, especially those moving out from Riga, for example, to live 
where they are easily accessible. 
 
The second research question looks at the attachment of people to 
the countryside landscape and how those attachments affect their 
actions and perceptions. All age groups recognise a range of typical 
countryside elements that are associated with making the traditional 
countryside landscape and which appear to be important in defining 
place attachment. This is perhaps to be expected, since there is a 
greater proportion of the population still living there or who were 
brought up there than in many other countries. This seems to be 
strong enough for some people to wish to continue to live in the 
countryside despite the problems of jobs and services but not for 
others. It may also lie behind the desire – and the predictors found 
in the regression and answer-tree analysis – for urban dwellers to 
bring up their children in the countryside. 
 
This place attachment can also be shown to be strongly related to 
age and it might be expected that as the older people gradually die, 
the younger ones for whom this connection appears to be weaker 
will change the nature of the relationship. Thus, fewer people may 
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wish to live in the countryside in future, even if jobs and services 
are improved. Since there is also a close association between 
positive perceptions of the countryside and having been brought up 
there, it seems likely that as Latvians become more urbanised and 
fewer people are brought up or spend time there, this association 
may weaken. 
 
The third research question concerns the likely prognoses for the 
future of the countryside, socially, economically and 
environmentally. As noted above, structural funds aim at territorial 
cohesion and at helping to even out the disparities between regions 
and the capital but they will take some time to come into effect. 
The reduction in the effect of the factors pushing people to migrate 
abroad for work may reduce the rate of rural depopulation and may 
even reverse it if people return home and invest their earnings in 
their houses and businesses. The strong place attachment may 
continue to exert its effect on the over-20s but for the younger 
generation who move away for education and to work in jobs 
requiring skills then it may already be too late and these people 
may be lost to the more marginal regions, although from the results 
on wishing to bring up children in the countryside, there may be a 
counter-flow, at least to those areas within commuting distance. 
This will still have an effect on the more remote and marginal areas 
beyond commuting distance. 
 
Already, since the restitution of land to the former owners, many 
people are not resident on the land and have neglected it, which is 
one reason so much land is abandoned and reverting to forest. If the 
descendants of older people still living in the landscape do not want 
to live there, for whatever reason (such as it being located beyond 
the marginal commuting distance), then the property may be sold, 
may be abandoned or may be used as a holiday house with the land 
let out to other farmers or left unmanaged. Some of the more 
attractive areas may then become significant holiday locations but 
fail to maintain a year-round viable population or be able to support 
an adequate level of services for those who remain living there. 
Currently, Latvians tend to spend a good part of the summer in the 
country and this could continue to maintain the strong cultural 
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association of the countryside as part of the sense of Latvian 
identity if children also continue to spend their summers there. 
Thus, there appear to be different ways of interpreting the trends 
which may result in a reduction or maintenance of the attachment 
to the rural landscape, depending on how different factors 
eventually manifest themselves in behaviour. 
 
The economic future of the countryside depends on the availability 
of income-generating activities. Forestry is one area where the rural 
economy has been strong and the prognosis is good (FAO, 2000). 
Agriculture is not so promising in the poorer areas. Tourism has 
been slow to develop and there may be opportunities for the 
building up of tourism businesses. This relies on the environment 
being attractive and well-maintained (Bell, 2003), which in turn 
depends on landscape management by farmers and others, as noted 
above. However, this also opens opportunities for educated people 
and those with experience of the hospitality industry abroad to 
develop businesses and employment that is not associated with 
farming or other resource-based jobs. 
 
The maintenance of the traditional landscape has been identified by 
Busmanis et al (2001) as dependent on the traditions of the rural 
lifestyle and the single farm integrated into the natural 
environment. This means that the poor socio-economic and 
marginalised condition of many people needs to be overcome not 
just as a means of enabling rural residents to be fully included in 
Latvian society but of ensuring that this valued rural landscape is 
maintained and conserved. The issue of the farm types and the 
economic weakness of many small farms were highlighted in the 
introduction. The pattern in Latvia varies from region to region. 
Zemgale, the area where Vecsaules pagasts, one of the sample 
areas is located, has larger farms likely to be economically 
competitive, while large parts of Vidzeme and much of Latgale 
contain these small inefficient farms. These also happen to be the 




A trend that is also developing is for people who currently live in 
flats in large Soviet-era apartment complexes in the suburbs of 
Riga to move to single family dwellings on new developments on 
the edge of the city or in the surrounding countryside. As the 
economy develops and incomes rise, this trend may continue and 
the type of gentrification of the countryside, with commuters living 
there that is common in countries such as the UK (Spencer, 1997) 
may become more popular (Stenning, 2004). This trend may in part 
be explained by the predictor from the regressions and answer-tree 
analysis for urban people wanting to bring up their children in the 
countryside. If the transport infrastructure improves, the potential 
commuting distance from Riga could increase to encompass a 
significant area of the country, leading to a revitalisation of the 
wider region. This may help to keep some infrastructure available 
and help to maintain houses but may not have much effect on land 
abandonment, the poverty of or access to services for older people 
or, for that matter, the fate of areas outside the range of commuters. 
This could potentially lead to a two-tier countryside – a top tier of 
well-off commuters living side-by-side with retired or unemployed 
poorer people in gentrified rural areas within an hour’s travelling 
distance of Riga and the more important regional urban centres, 
beyond which the countryside is emptied of all but the older people 
and others trapped by unemployment or poverty. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
This research has pointed to some interesting conclusions. The 
research questions can be answered as follows. 
 
The main factors that affect whether people will live (or continue to 
live) in the countryside are the availability of services and jobs, in 
that order, affected depending on whether one is a rural or urban 
dweller by family background and childhood history. Public policy 
therefore needs to address this in the way that, for example, EU 
structural funds are put to use. This has been recognised in the 
Lisbon plans but possibly, the importance of services has not been 
as clear as it has emerged from this research. The picture may 
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change as the generation who were below 20 years of age move 
into the labour market and start families, especially those with a 
higher education. They are less likely to want to stay in the 
countryside than the generations above them or to want to bring up 
their children there. The continued drift of young people away from 
the countryside is likely to lead to an increasing proportion of the 
rural population being older, poorer and with more restricted access 
to services, leading to socially excluded groups, especially in 
remoter or geographically marginal areas. 
 
The attachment of people to the countryside landscape remains 
strong and seems to be one of the factors holding people there 
despite the problems of social and economic conditions. However, 
while there may be some gentrification of the countryside by those 
moving out from urban back to rural areas closer to cities and 
regional urban centres, it is possible that the overall degree of 
attachment will decline over time, to some extent as the proportion 
of people brought up in the countryside reduces.  
 
The likely prognoses for the future of the countryside, socially, 
economically and environmentally are difficult to predict but the 
drivers are visible. If the economy catches up with other developed 
European economies, the push and pull factors for migration out of 
Latvia will reduce and many of those working away will be more 
likely to return, especially those working in the agricultural and 
construction sectors with families left behind in the countryside. If 
the economic disparities between the capital and regional centres 
reduce, the drift of people to Riga will probably also reduce but the 
commuting distance/time threshold will probably remain important 
in terms of those places that will retain a viable population and 
those that will continue to become depopulated. The improvements 
in infrastructure may widen the radius of commuting to include 
more of the countryside. 
 
 If tourism develops, this will help the economies of the more 
attractive areas, which also tend to be the least viable for 
agriculture. Public policy should therefore be aimed at developing 
tourism and in helping people to develop tourism infrastructure. 
This will also provide employment. However, the landscape is the 
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main asset and needs to be looked after, so that landscape 
management through farming, forestry and the application of EU 
support measures will be necessary.  
 
Latvia, as demonstrated in the introduction, is a somewhat typical 
example of a CEE country and it could be expected that similar 
issues concerning the social, economic and physical environment 
of the countryside can be found in the other countries.  
 
AKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
The authors wish to acknowledge the support of a British Council 
grant in the funding of this research. 
 
REFERENCES 
Atkinson, R. (2000) Combating social exclusion in Europe: The 
new urban policy challenge. Urban Studies, Vol. 37, (5-6) pp. 
1037-1055. 
 
Barker, L. and D. Connolly (2006) Analysis of the prevalence and 
pattern of long distance commuting in Scotland. Scottish 
Household Survey/Transport Research Planning Group Topic 
Report. (Edinburgh: Scottish Executive.)  
BBC news http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/europe/4786134.stm 
visited 16 Dec 2007 
Bell, S. ed. (2003) Crossplan: integrated, participatory landscape 
planning as a tool for rural development Edinburgh: Forestry 
Commission.  
Bell. S. (2004) The social value of nature in the East Midlands of 
England in Kovarik, I and S Körner. eds Wild urban woodlands, 
(Berlin: Springer)  
Bell, S., Z. Pen ze, O. Nikodemus, A. Montarzino. (2008) 
Perceptions of the Latvian landscape during social and economic 
transformations. In Place and Location VI, Näripea, E., V. Sarapik, 
J. Tomberg (eds) (Tallinn: Place and Location.) 
 235 
 
Bell, S. and A. Montarzino, (2007) Landscape perception as a 
reflection of quality of life and social exclusion in rural areas: what 
does it mean in an expanded Europe? In Open Space People Space, 




Bell, S., Z. Pen ze, O. Nikodemus, A. Montarzino and I. Gr ne 
(2007) The value of Latvian rural landscapes. Pp. 347-363 in Roca, 
Z., T. Spek, T. Terkenli, T. Plieninger, and F. Höchtl eds., 
European landscapes and lifestyles: the Mediterranean and beyond. 
(Lisbon: Edições Universitárias Lusófonas.) 
 
Bell, S., L. Tyrvainen, , T. Sievanen, , U. Proebstl,  and M. 
Simpson, (2007) 
Outdoor recreation and nature tourism: A European perspective. 
Living Reviews of Landscape Research, 1, (2007), 2. 
http://landscaperesearch.livingreviews.org/Articles/lrlr-2007-2/ 
 
Borg, I. and S. Shye, (1995) Facet Theory: Form and Content 
(London Sage.)  
 
Busmanis, P., A. Zobena, I.  Grinfelde and I. Dzalbe (2001) 
Privatisation and soil in Latvia – land abandonment paper 
presented at seminar on Sustainable Agriculture in Central and 
Eastern European Countries: The Environmental Effects of 
Transition and Needs for Change, Nitra, Slovakia 
 
Canter D. (1977) The psychology of place. (London: Architectural 
Press.)  
 
Christiou, A. (2005) Socio-economic analysis supporting the 
agricultural policy in the EU new member states and candidate 




Clark, W.A.V., Y Huang and S. Withers (2003) Does Commuting 
Distance Matter? Commuting Tolerance and Residential Change, 
regional Science and Urban Economics 33, 199-221, 2003 
 
Council of Europe (2004) European Landscape Convention. 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/cultureheritage/Conventions/Landscape/d
efault_en.asp visited on June 21 2008 
 
Deller, S., T. Tsung-Hsiu, D. Marcouiller and D. English (2001) 
The role of amenities and quality of life in rural economic growth. 
American Journal of Agricultural Economics 83 (2) pp.352-365  
 
European Commission, Directorate General for Employment, 
S.A.A.E.O. & E2,U. (2005) Report on social inclusion 2005: an 
analysis of the National Action Plans on Social Inclusion (2004-
2006). Submitted by the 10 new member states. Luxembourg: 
European Communities. 
 
Eurostat http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu visited on 16 Dec 2007 
 
Fahey, T., C. Whelan, and B. Maître (2005) First European quality 
of life survey: income inequalities and deprivation. (Dublin: 
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions.) 
 
FAO (2000) European Forest Sector Outlook Study 
http://www.fao.org/forestry/29648/en/lva/ visite don 22 June 2008 
 
Government of Latvia (2005) National Lisbon Programme for 
Latvia. 
http://www.em.gov.lv/em/images/modules/items/item_file_11635_
2.pdf visited on 22 June 2008. 
 
 237 
Grave, Z. L. and M. L se, (1990). Designing and practice of rural 
settlement in Latvia. Proceedings of the Latvian Academy of 
Sciences 7, pp. 76–85 (in Russian). 
 
Hazans, M. (2003) Determinants of inter-regional migration in the 
Baltic countries. 43rd Congress of European Regional Science 
Association, 27-30 August 2003 (Jyväskylä: Baltic International 
Centre for Economic Policy.) 
 
IAMO (2004) The future of rural areas in the CEE new member 
states. Report by Network for Independent experts. (Halle: Institute 
für Agarentwicklung in Mittel- und Osteuropa) 
 
Kelly, G. (1955) Principles of personal construct psychology Vol. 
I-II. (New York: Norton.)  
 
Kinsella J., S. Wilson, F. de Jong and H. Renting (2000) 
Pluriactivity as a livelihood strategy in Irish farm households and 
its role in rural development. Sociologia Ruralis, 40 (4), pp. 481-
496(16) 
 
Latvian Statistical Bureau http://www.csb.lv/avidus.cfm visited on 
16 Dec 2007 
 
Lerman, Z. (2000) Agriculture in transition economies: from 
common heritage to divergence. Agricultural Economics 1481, pp. 
1-20. 
 
Lerman, Z., C. Csaki and G. Feder, (2004) Evolving farm 
structures and land use patterns in former socialist countries. 
Quarterly Journal of International Agriculture 43, (4) pp. 309-335. 
 
L se M. and A. Jakobsone (1990) Development of the idea of 
country villages. Proceedings of the Latvian Academy of Sciences 




MacDonald, D., J. R. Crabtree. G.Wiesinger, T. Dax,  N. Stamous, 
et al (2000) Agricultural abandonment in mountain areas of 
Europe: Environmental consequences and policy response. Journal 
of Environmental Management 59, pp. 47–69. 
Melb rde Z., O. Nikodemus, and M. Roz te (2002) Latvijas 
eografija (Latvian geography) (Riga: Zvaigzne ABC.)  
 
Melluma, A. (1994) Metamorphoses of Latvian landscapes during 
fifty years of Soviet rule. Geojournal 33 (1), pp.55-62. 
 
Menshikov, V. (2002) Security in Latvia in the beginning of the 
21st century: sociological aspects. Faculty of Social Science, 
Institute of Sociological Investigations, Daugavpils University, 
Latvia http://www.erc.gr/english/d&scrn/torun-
papers/session1/Mensikovs_kongress.pdf visited on 16 Dec 2007 
 
Ministry of Agriculture (2002) Annual report of SAPARD 
programme. (Riga: Ministry of Agriculture.)  
 
Musterd, S. and W. Ostendorf (1998) Segregation, polarisation and 
social exclusion in metropolitan areas. Pp. 1-16 in Musterd, S. and 
W. Ostendorf, eds. Urban segregation and the welfare state: 
inequality and exclusion in metropolitan areas. (London: 
Routledge.) 
 
Nikodemus, O., S. Bell, I. Grine, and I. Liepins, (2005) The impact 
of economic, social and political factors on the landscape structure 
of the Vidzeme uplands in Latvia. Landscape and Urban Planning 
70, pp. 57-67. 
 
OECD (2007) International Migration Outlook 2007, Paris: OECD 
Publications, 2007 
 
Ogg, J. (2005) Social exclusion and insecurity among older 
Europeans: the influence of welfare regimes. Ageing and Society 
25, pp. 69-90. 
 239 
 
Robila, M. (2007) Eastern European Immigrants in the United 
States: a sociodemographic profile. Social Science Journal  44, (1), 
pp.113-125. 
 
Rolls, M. (2001) Review of farm management extension 
programmes in Central and Eastern European Countries. FAO, 
Sub-regional office for Eastern and Central Europe. 
http://www.fao.org/regional/SEUR/FM_Extension_CEE.pdf  
visited on 16 Dec 2007 
 
Schoorl, J.J., L. Heering, I. Esveldt, G. Groenewold, R. F. van der 
Erf, A. M. Bosch, H. de Valk and B. J. de Bruijn (2000) Push and 
pull factors of international migration: a comparative report. 
Luxembourg, Eurostat, Theme 1 General Statistics 
 
Shvangiradze, M., M. Gillenwater, and T. Dallman (2000). Latvia. 
Report on the in-depth review of the second national 
communication of Latvia. UN Framework Convention on Climate 
Change. http://unfccc.int/resource/docs/idr/lat02.pdf  visited on 16 
Dec 2007 
 
Shye, S., D. Elizur and M. Hoffman (1994) Introduction to facet 
theory; content design and intrinsic data analysis in behavioural 
research (Thousand Oaks: Sage.) 
 
Spencer, D. (1997) Counter-urbanisation and rural depopulation 
revisited: landowners, planners and rural development. Journal of 
Rural Studies 13 (1), pp. 75-92. 
 
Stenning, A. (2004) Urban change and the localities. Pp. 87-108 in 
Bradshaw, M. and A. Stenning eds., East Central Europe and the 
former Soviet Union: the Post-socialist states. (Harlow: Pearson 
Education.) 
 
Stockdale, A. (2005) Migration: prerequisite for rural economic 




Ward Thompson, C.and M. Scott Myers (2003) Interviews and 
questionnaires in Bell, S. ed. Crossplan: Integrated, participatory 
planning as a tool for rural development. (Edinburgh: Forestry 
Commission) 
 
Ward Thompson, C., P. Aspinall, S. Bell, C. Findlay, J. Wherrett 
and P. Travlou (2004)  
Open Space and Social Inclusion: Local Woodland Use in Central 
Scotland. (Edinburgh: Forestry Commission) 
 
Westhoek H.J., M. van den Berg and J.A. Bakkes (2006). Scenario 
development to explore the future of Europe’s rural areas. 
Agriculture, Ecosystems and Environment 114, pp. 7–20. 
 
World Bank, (2006) Latvia: Country brief 2006 
http://lnweb18.worldbank.org/ECA/eca.nsf/Countries/Latvia/BCD1
704EBBF1098B85256C3C007E9978?OpenDocument visited on 
















The influence of European Union single area payments and 
less favoured area payments on the Latvian landscape 
O erts Nikodemus1, Simon Bell2, Zanda Pen ze1 and Inga Rasa1 
1 Faculty of Geography and Earth Sciences, University of Latvia, Alberta 




2 OPENspace Research Centre, Edinburgh College of Art 
Abstract
Towards the end of the 20th century, following the collapse of the 
centralised planned economy of the Soviet Union, the disintegration of 
the collective type of agriculture and the restitution of lands to their pre-
war owners, Latvia experienced widespread abandonment of agricultural 
lands and their gradual re-colonisation by woodland. It was assumed that 
following the accession by Latvia to the European Union in 2004 and the 
incorporation of its agricultural system into the Common Agricultural 
Policy, farmers’ access to single area payments and less favoured area 
payments would stop or reverse the process of land abandonment, thus 
preserving mosaic landscapes that contribute to the cultural landscape as 
well as biodiversity values. A study of the effects of the payments to date 
on four different case study areas has shown little effect on landscape 
structure so far. The reasons for this are yet to be fully explained. This 
finding has implications on the way agricultural policy is used to achieve 
wider environmental objectives. 
Keywords  
Agricultural land, agri-environment schemes, European Union (EU) 
single area payment (SAP), landscape structure, land use changes, less 
favoured area payment (LFAP)
Introduction
Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 and the restoration of 
the republic of Latvia, several major changes took place in agriculture. 
Firstly, there was the disintegration of collective farming which had been 
practised since the 1950s. Secondly, the land was restored to the previous 
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owners or their descendents. Thirdly, since many of these owners were 
older people, city residents or even people living in other countries as a 
result of earlier exile, the proportion of land under active agriculture 
quickly declined, especially in more marginal areas where soil fertility, 
farm size, remoteness and poor social conditions prevailed. Significant 
areas of land became abandoned and, owing to the presence of forest and 
the absence of grazing animals in the locality, these lands were rapidly 
colonised by woody species and are gradually transforming into forest. 
This process is not unique to Latvia, being prevalent in Estonia, parts of 
Lithuania and the Czech Republic (Mander and Palang 1994; Nikodemus 
et al. 2005 a; Palang et al. 1998, 2000; Pen ze et al. 2004, 2005; Szakacs 
1993). Nor is land abandonment confined to eastern Europe, being a 
significant issue in western European countries such as Portugal and in 
the mountains of France and Spain (Baldock et al. 1996; Mazzolini et al. 
2004), although the dynamics are slightly different.  
Agricultural lands, including land currently in cultivation and 
abandoned areas (see below), which at present occupy some 24.5 million 
ha or 38.1% of the land area of Latvia, are supplemented by the other 
major landscape element – forest (State Land Service 2006). The pattern 
of agricultural land varies considerably, for example, being in places 
large-scale and open in character while in others part of a small-scale 
complex mosaic together with forest. In 1995 abandoned land already 
covered 279,000 ha, but by 2002 the figure had almost doubled to 
524,000 ha. Since 1999 abandonment and overgrowth of agricultural land 
has increased by 1.81% per year (Latvian Environmental Agency 2004). A 
report by the United Nations (Shvangiradze et al. 2000) estimated that by 
2020 there will be 600,000 ha of abandoned land in Latvia. This figure 
looks likely to be reached.  
In Latvia, recent land use practices have been determined by a 
range of legal, social and economic factors such as the legal status of the 
land owner, ruling traditions and social and economic marginalisation, 
which is closely linked with the socio-economic situation and 
geographical context of particular locations (Bell et al. 2007; Bell and 
Montarzino 2007; Nikodemus et al. 2005b). For example, migration of 
young people to the cities and to work in other countries, a process that 
started in the late 1990s but which has grown significantly following 
accession to the European Union (EU) in 2004 (Bell and Montarzino 
2007), has also played a major role more recently. However, fertility of 
the soil is an important factor at the state level but at the local level it has 
not played a decisive role (Nikodemus et al. 2005a). 
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Furthermore, the pattern of abandonment is not distributed equally 
around the country. In the hillier regions with poorer sandy soils, smaller 
land parcels and a mosaic landscape pattern, the scale of abandonment is 
greater, while in the large-scale, fertile, low-lying plains there is much 
less (Boruks 2003). This is partly due to economic factors and inherent 
fertility, attractiveness for commercial agriculture and ready access to 
markets but also in part due to historical social factors such as farm size, 
which was always smaller in the poorer areas, especially in the east of the 
country in the region known as Latgale (Zari a, 2008). When the land 
was restored to its owners it was inevitable that many returned to those 
areas where the farms had originally been small and less economic 
(Boruks 2003). It is from these areas that many migrant workers 
originate. 
In this paper the term landscape is used in two ways. Firstly, there 
is the geographical concept where landscape is the land as perceived, 
modified and used by people and so is a cultural construct (Council of 
Europe 2000; Johnson et al. 2000). In Latvia the countryside as a cultural 
landscape is highly valued by both rural and urban residents and forms a 
part of the sense of national identity. There are important, well 
recognized elements to this including detached farmsteads, meadows, 
ponds, orchards, lines of trees and storks’ nests (Bell et al. 2008). The 
second concept is an ecological one, where the landscape is a mosaic of 
different elements such as patches and corridors (Forman and Godron 
1984). The biodiversity value of many areas with the complex mosaic 
landscape is high and Latvia recognises this by implementing the various 
EU directives such as the habitat directive. Throughout Europe landscape 
protection and maintenance is in part delivered through the range of 
different national agri-environment programmes funded through the 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) or by national governments. At 
present there is no well-defined local policy for conserving rural cultural 
landscapes in Latvia that compares with these schemes. 
Many agri-environment schemes have also been set up with the 
aim of improving biodiversity, though some evaluations of those in 
several European countries suggests that they have had mixed results 
(Klein and Sutherland 2003). In Latvia many species of birds and 
mammals that are endangered or rare in other parts of Europe are 
relatively common; the number of individuals has grown since the 
disintegration of the collective farming system followed by the low levels 
of fertiliser and pesticide application onto the mosaic landscape structure. 
The Latvian Environment Data Centre (2000) identified the abandonment 
and overgrowing of natural meadows and semi-natural grasslands due to 
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the cessation of traditional management by cattle grazing and mowing as 
a major pressure likely to affect the populations of many mainly plant and 
bird species (including threatened species such as Ruff (Philomachus
pugnax), Baltic dunlin (Calidris alpina schinzii) and black-tailed godwit 
(Limosa limosa)) inhabiting meadows.  
European Union agricultural support measures  
On accession to the EU in 2004, through the provisions of the Accession 
Treaty, Latvian farmers had for the first time the chance to apply for EU 
direct support payments under the single payment scheme. The single 
payment comprises aid allocated to farmers irrespective of their level of 
production. In this the programme was in line with the rest of Europe. 
However, the amounts available were limited: Latvian farmers were at 
first able to receive only 55% of the payments that farmers in the EU15 
member states ( the 15 member states before the enlargement to 25 states 
in 2004) received. Each year the level of the payments gradually 
increases in the new EU member states so that by 2013 it will achieve 
100% of the level of the EU15 states (Agriculture and Rural Area of 
Latvia 2005). 
Under the single payment scheme farmers in Latvia can receive the 
following:  
1. Single area payment (SAP). SAP can be received for agricultural 
land that is maintained in good agricultural and environmental 
condition irrespective of whether it is used for agricultural 
production or not. SAP is primarily an income support measure 
but, being part of the so-called agri-environment system of 
support it is also aimed at maintaining existing open landscapes. 
The method of assessing if land qualifies for SAP is to take an 
area under a single ownership (a farm unit) which may include 
buildings, forest, wetland, ponds and abandoned fields as well as 
cultivated arable areas and mown or grazed grassland and to 
calculate the allowable area. The SAP only applies to the 
cultivated, mown or grazed areas, not to the rest, because either 
they are not in agriculture (buildings, forest, wetland or ponds) or 
are not maintained in a good agricultural or environmental 
condition (abandoned fields). A farm is normally divided into 
one or more field blocks, which are either included or excluded 
from the SAP according to their state of agricultural use and 
condition. The SAP is a fixed rate per hectare, at an amount set 
each year, regardless of land quality. Every eligible landowner is 
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entitled to receive SAP; it is not discretionary. All land is 
recorded in a digital database held by the Rural Support Service 
and samples of land are inspected annually to see if they are in 
the state as claimed by the applicant. 
2. Less favoured areas payment (LFAP). LFAP can be received by a 
farmer to compensate for the additional expenses incurred by 
agricultural production and any foregone income, relating to 
conditions that do not foster agricultural production, such as in 
upland regions where soils are poor and terrain more difficult for 
cultivation, in Natura 2000 areas and in marginal areas (remote 
locations such as the Latgale Region in the east of the country). 
Until 2006 LFAP could be received by all applicants from the 
qualifying areas who actively managed their land. Since 2007, 
LFAP can be only received by farmers who grow products other 
than grass, for example who have cattle or grow crops and other 
agricultural products. Just growing grass which is cut for hay to 
be used by another farmer does not qualify. LFAP is paid on top 
of the SAP in those areas which qualify. 
There are two further types of payment possible but neither is 
considered in the study reported here: they are mentioned for 
completeness sake. 
3. Financial support for areas with environmental restrictions. This 
is a payment for farmers, whose agricultural land is situated on 
specially protected nature areas, in order to support them for 
restrictions placed on business activity on their land. 
4. Agri-environment payments for the development of organic 
farming, maintenance of biological diversity in grasslands, 
establishment of buffer zones along watercourses and water 
bodies and for preventing land erosion. 
In addition to the EU payments there are a series of national subsidies 
paid at specific rates for different crop types – potatoes, grain, fodder 
crops etc. These can be used by farmers growing such crops on top of the 
SAP. 
The level of uptake of the different EU support programmes for 
agricultural land farming in Latvia since their availability is quite 
significant (table 1).  
For Latvian farmers the payments represent a stable income, which 
is not influenced by market fluctuations. In 2004 54.8% and in 2005 
60.8% of agricultural land was cultivated or cropped with the support of 
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EU payments. However, the question arises: to what extent are these 
payments having a positive effect on the landscape pattern and structure 
which, as noted above, is a key aspect of the cultural and ecological (and 
therefore environmental) quality? Is the level of land abandonment 
increasing, decreasing or staying the same? Are the payments going to 
those farmers who manage the most valuable landscapes? If not, what 
obstacles prevent the benefits from being achieved? 
Table 1 Usage of the European Union financial support programmes for 
agricultural land farming in Latvia 2005 (Rural Support Service Report 
2005, 2006) 
 
Payment programme Payment 




Area (% of 
agricultural
land)
Single area payments 26.44 1496 60.8 
Less favoured areas 
payments 
33.0 – 64.0 1042 42.4 
Support for areas with 
environmental 
restrictions 
26.0 – 33.0 73 3.0 
Agro-environment 
payments 
82.0 – 139.0 102 4.1 
 
In order to answer these questions at the local level, the research 
conducted here used information about farmers’ applications for SAP in 
five sample areas as an indicator, because the payment is accessible to all 
farmers using agricultural land in Latvia. LFAP was used as indicator 
characterising the use of land for agricultural production in three of the 
study areas, which are also eligible for LFAP. It looks at the distribution 
of the payments to different farm types in representative regions and 
different landscapes and examines the preliminary effect on the main 
dynamic variable that can easily be measured, that of the rates of land 
abandonment. 
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Materials and methods 
Study areas 
The research was concentrated on a sample of five geographically 
diverse rural municipalities (in Latvian called ‘pagasts’ or 
‘novads’, the difference being that a novads is a new form of 
administrative unit made by amalgamation of two or more pagasts) 
with different landscape patterns and structures (figure 1). These 
were selected to represent some of the main landscape characters 
and degrees of marginality of Latvia (in terms of farming activity, 
remoteness from larger towns and transport connections). The areas 
represent the following types: flat, fertile, large-scale plains of the 
region known as Zemgale in the south, not marginal; hilly, less 
fertile areas and remoter areas in the east known as Latgale (the 
most marginal sample due to distance from the centre of the 
country as well as agricultural conditions); hilly less fertile areas 
with a moderate degree of marginality in Vidzeme in the central 
and northern part of the country.  
Figure 1 Location of case study sites: Vecsaules pagasts, Nautr nu 
pagasts, Zaubes pagasts, Krimuldas pagasts, Siguldas novads and  
landscape of Latvia 
 
Vecsaules pagasts (figure 1) is situated in the central southern part 
of Latvia in the flat and fertile Zemgale Plain. Due to the flat relief the 
area is dominated by large-scale intensive agricultural lands with small 
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areas of forest, although in the north-eastern part there are some farms 
with poorer soils and smaller fields (figure 2b). 80% of the agricultural 
land is arable (table 2).  
Nautr nu pagasts (figure 1) lies in the eastern region of Latgale, 
geographically close to Rezekne, one of the largest towns in Latvia. The 
northern section of the pagasts occupies part of the Eastern Latvian 
Lowland, while the southern section lies on part of the Latgale Upland 
with strongly undulating relief. Thus, the northern section is characterised 
by large-scale agricultural lands that alternate with forest, while the 
southern part with its moraine knolls has a smaller scale, typically mosaic 
type landscape (figure 3b). The total proportion of 78% agricultural land 
(table 2) is concentrated in the lowland section. 
Zaubes pagasts (figure 1) is situated in the central part of the 
Vidzeme Uplands. Although the pagasts is situated in the central part of 
the country, its geographical position is relatively marginal in relation to 
larger settlements and roads (Nikodemus et al. 2005 b). The relief is 
dominated by moraine knolls. Agricultural lands occupy only 34.4% of 
the pagasts’ territory and only 43.6% of the agricultural land is 
meliorated (drained and improved during Soviet times) (figure 4b) (table 
2). 
Krimuldas pagasts and Siguldas novads (figure 1) are situated 
together in a geographically very accessible location close to Riga, the 
capital, and traversed by main roads. They are also located in the oldest 
national park of Latvia, Gauja National Park. These two rural 
municipalities are dominated by undulating moraine plains. The southern 
part of Siguldas novads is occupied by moraine knolls, so the area also 
has large tracts of woodland with patches of agricultural land in between, 
forming a typical mosaic-type landscape (figure 5b). Krimuldas pagasts 
has some 78% of land in agriculture while Siguldas novads only has 37% 
(table 2). 
Table 2 General characteristic of the investigated territories’ land use and 
farms (Statistical Bureau of Latvia 2003; Encyclopaedia of Latvian 
















































































































Vecsaules  163.9 63.2 80.6 2.0 69.6 180  32.6 
Nautr nu  156.9 67.0 64.8 11.4 63.7 43  35.6 
Zaubes  152.8 34.4 30.1 43.9 43.6 136  19.1 
Krimuldas  176.3 43.1 78.6 15.1 64.7 100 29.0 
Siguldas 204.5 37.6 52.1 27.8 65.6 225 33.4 
Methodology
The methodology of the research is based on the analysis of two sets of 
data. Firstly, land use change analysis was carried out for each case study 
site, in particular the rate of land abandonment (there has been no 
corresponding gain in agricultural land, for example from forest 
clearance, over the same period anywhere in the case study areas), with 
data from maps from different periods using ArcGIS software. Maps 
dating from the 1920-1930s, and orthophotos from the turn of the 
20th/21st centuries were compared to see how the landscape has changed 
over the whole period, The most recent changes in land use were obtained 
by field research, mapping and checking the current pattern of unused 
agricultural lands. Secondly, to ascertain how farmers use the land, 
information about farmers’ applications for EU SAP and LFAP (for the 
eligible pagasts)  in 2006 and 2007 was obtained from the Rural Support 
Service of Latvia. The initial assumption was that if the owner of 
agricultural land had not applied for the payment, then the land was 
probably not being actively used for agriculture by the owner themselves. 
This could be for a variety of reasons, none of which could be found in 
the data, however. Each application is related to a field block within a 
land ownership unit which has a cadastre number. Some farms are also 
made up of separate parcels each with a cadastral number. In either case, 
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therefore, it is possible to relate each application to a specific field block 
and to map the percentage of the blocks covered by each SAP or LFAP 
application. 
The data for applications were split into five groups (0-20%, 21-
40%, 41-60%, 61-80% and 81-100%) depending on the proportion of the 
field block covered by an application and approved by the Rural Support 
Service. 0% means that the owner of a field block has not received any 
SAP for that parcel, but 100% means that the whole area of the field 
block was covered by a SAP payment. The data of farmers’ approved 
applications for the SAP potentially, therefore, shows very well which 
land is still used for agriculture, and which may have been abandoned. In 
order to be more accurate, the data from the Rural Support Service was 
followed by field work to ascertain how accurate the data was and which 
areas with no SAP applications also comprised abandoned land and in 
what percentage. The data from both sources are presented in the maps 
accompanying each case study analysis. 
As well as the areas of abandonment, geo-referenced data on 
agricultural land quality value was available from the State Land Service 
on paper maps. This is based on a combination of factors such as soil 
quality (type and texture) and fertility, topography, field size and shape 
and accessibility, expressed at a scale of 1: 10 000. Maps showing three 
land quality values of high, medium and low were drawn up for 
comparison purposes for each study area in order to express the range 
within it. It was done by taking the local range from the complete scale 
and dividing it into three equal sections, so that the different ranges of 
each study area could be compared more easily (figures 2c, 3c, 4c, 5c). 
These values are for today’s conditions and therefore include the 
improved values following land amelioration in the past. The assumption 
is that the land with lowest quality value will be the most likely to be 
abandoned. 
Results
The results are presented for each case study area in turn. 
Vecsaules pagasts which is situated in the fertile lowlands of 
Zemgale, has seen a degree of land abandonment and re-colonisation of 
forest in last 80 or so years of the 20th century (figure 2a, b) and also, in 
Soviet times, there was extensive amelioration. In most of the area the 
majority of the landowners use the SAP (figure 2d), except in the north-
eastern section with poorer soils (figure 2c) and smaller fields where 
fewer farmers have applied for it. The places where the largest amount of 
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Soviet amelioration took place have higher land quality values (figure 2c) 
and the proportion under SAP is also highest. The amount of land 
abandonment (figure 2b) therefore appears to be primarily associated 
with poor soils, while the higher uptake of SAP in the better soils 
suggests that land abandonment is no longer a problem in the fertile areas 















Figure 2 Vecsaules pagasts: a) land use at the beginning of the 20th 
century; b) land use at the beginning of the 21st century; c) land quality 




In Nautr nu pagasts, which is situated in the Eastern Latvian 
Lowland, the same situation can be observed. From the early 20th century 
until 2000 significant abandonment took place, especially in the southern 
hilly section (figure 3a, b). SAP applications are concentrated in the 
flatter and more fertile ameliorated plains in the central part of the study 
area where agricultural land is more intensively used and also with larger 
concentration of roads and settlements. In the marginal, hilly areas SAP 
applications are significantly fewer, suggesting a continuing process of 
abandonment (figure 3b). The map showing land quality values (figure 
3c) confirms this association. In 2007 farmers actively managed the same 
areas as in 2006 (figure 3e). Comparing the 2007 SAP (figure 3e) with 
the 2007 LFAP (figure 3f) in the Nautr nu pagasts it is noticeable that 
most farmers use the European support schemes for maintaining the open 












































Figure 3 Nautr nu pagasts: a) land use at the beginning of the 20th century; b) 
land use at the beginning of the 21st century; c) land quality values; d) proportion 
of EU SAP per field block in 2006; e) proportion of EU  SAP per field block in 
2007; f) proportion of EU LFAP per field block in 2007 
In Zaubes pagasts very significant areas were abandoned up to 





terms of relief and landscape pattern but has some larger-scale areas 
which were drained and ameliorated in Soviet times. SAP applications 
are largely confined to the field blocks situated in these drained areas 
(figure 4e, d) or in the vicinity of large farm complexes which were the 
centres of the collective farms in Soviet times. In the mosaic-type 
landscape which accounts for most of the agricultural land there are few 
SAP applications, so this area, which suffered the most abandonment, 
continues to be abandoned. The map of land quality values also clearly 
shows a distinct pattern of large more valuable areas interspersed with 
lots of small, less valuable land (figure 4c). Regarding application of 
LFAP in 2007 a similar situation to that in Nautr nu pagasts can be 
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